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The America First Committee has generally 
been viewed as an expression of conservative 
Midwestern isolationism. Yet the Committee 
had another dimension. The New York chapter, 
headquarters for the Northeastern wing, was \ 
heterogeneous, urbane, and sophisticated, in 
both composition and techniques. Led by noted 
journalist and economic analyst John T. Flynn, 
the New Yorkers included prominent writers 
and professors, and the politics of its leaders 
ran from socialist to oldfashioned liberal to 
conservative. Moreover, New York business in- 
terests, unlike those in the Midwest, were re- 
luctant to become involved with the movement. 

Previous studies of America First overlook 
the unique character of the Northeastern flank 
and thus present an inaccurate picture of the 
anti-war movement in 1940 and 1941. Like- 
wise, the only major analysis of John Thomas 
Flynn to date slights his innovative role as an 
America First leader. Now Michele Stenehjem 
fills in the gaps. 

“Far from being a mindless, head-in-the- 
sand isolationism,” she writes, “the noninter- 
ventionism of the America First Committee 
could be, and was, defended in an articulate 
and philosophically consistent manner. America 
Firsters rejected the term #solationism as pejor- 

- ative. Lindbergh liked to say that he favored 
an ‘independent destiny’ for the United States; 
most other committee leaders simply called 
themselves ‘noninterventionists.’ John Flynn 
best explained the AFC’s distaste for the iso- 
Jationist label when he stated: ‘I prefer non- 
interventionist [because] I am against interven- 
ing in this war, but I am not against action 
between the United States and other countries 
...to improve the economic condition of the 
world.’” 

Dr. Stenehjem pays particular attention to 
the smear campaign to color the Committee 
anti-Semitic and pro-fascist. The barrage led 
Flynn to undertake his own investigation of 
the media and the interventionist committees 
in the U.S. “He concluded,” reports the author, 
“that the motion-picture industry, the major 
radio networks, most of the press, and the pro- 
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PREFACE 


The America First Committee (AFC) has generally been viewed 
as an expression of conservative, Midwestern, agrarian isolationism. 
Yet the committee contained an added dimension. The New York 
chapter (NYC-AFC), headquarters for the entire Northeastern wing 
of the America First movement, was decidedly heterogeneous, ur- 
bane, and sophisticated in both its composition and its practices. 
Chaired by economic analyst and journalist John Thomas Flynn, 
the NYC-AFC included prominent writers, professors, Socialists, 
and many other philosophical antiwar advocates. The business com- 
munity in New York, unlike its counterparts in various areas of the 
Midwest, was particularly reluctant to become involved with the 
AFC. Previous studies of America First overlook the unique charac- 
ter of the committee’s Northeastern flank and thus fail to present a 
complete picture of the movement to prevent war in 1940 and 1941. 
Likewise, the only major analysis to date of John Thomas Flynn 
does not carefully examine the New York journalist’s extensive and 
innovative role as NYC-AFC leader. 

The only Ph.D. dissertation written until now on the America 
First Committee stresses the composition and actions of the organi- 
zation’s Chicago national headquarters and the numerous small 
chapters within a three-hundred-mile radius of it. This 1952 study, 
America First: The Battle Against Interventionism, 1940-41, by 
Wayne Cole, deals only sketchily with chapter organization itself, 
declaring simply that each local unit ““was free to wage its own 
battle against intervention providing it adhered to the general prin- 
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ciples and policies of the America First Committee.’ Cole also fails 
to substantiate with concrete data on congressional voting patterns, 
public opinion polls, and other indicators. several of his conclusions 
regarding committee strength and effectiveness. Four years later 
Cole added to his work on the AFC by publishing an article entitled 
“America First and the South, 1940-41.’’2 In this piece he explains 
the almost total failure of the committee to organize in the South on 
the bases of traditional Southern pride in the military, pro-British 
sentiment in the region because of Anglo-Saxon stock, political loy- 
alty to the Democratic Party, and the role of defense spending in 
aiding the South’s troubled economy. Like his book, however, 
Cole’s article does not analyze the liberal, progressive roots of non- 
interventionism in the Northeast. 

The only work written to date on John T. Flynn is a doctoral 
dissertation completed in 1969 by Richard Clark Frey, Jr. Entitled 
“John T. Flynn and the United States in Crisis, 1928-50,” this study 
covers nearly all of Flynn’s productive, adult lifetime.? Only one 
chapter is devoted to the America First experience. No analysis is 
offered concerning the composition or processes of the NYC-AFC 
itself, and Flynn’s role as chairman is confined to a few highlighted 
rallies and speaking engagements. Although Frey does note Flynn’s 
wartime frustration at not being able to find a suitable publisher for 
his articles blaming President Roosevelt for the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor, the Oregon scholar does not view the America First 
episode as being seminal in shaping Flynn’s subsequent values and 
beliefs. 

The present analysis will offer primarily a careful, detailed con- 
sideration of the nature and complexion of the New York chapter of 
the America First Committee. The chapter’s founding, leadership, 
financial backing, and role in battling the major foreign policy is- 
sues of 1941 will be examined. The study will then shift to thematic 
explorations of the controversial question of anti-Semitism and pro- 
fascism within the NYC-AFC, and the development of a conspiracy 
theory of war involvement in the minds of Flynn and some other 
chapter leaders. Last, the effects of the America First experience on 
John Flynn’s later years, and on the history of the United States, will 
be scrutinized. The NYC-AFC registered an articulate and reasoned 
protest not only against the specific policy of war, but also against 
the general drift toward excessive power and secrecy in the execu- 
tive branch of the United States government. More than thirty years 
after the committee disbanded these protests are being accorded by 
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some historians more credibility than they were given in 1940 and 
1941. 

The chief sources examined in the pursuit of this inquiry were the 
America First Committee Papers, located in the Hoover Institution 
on War, Revolution and Peace at Stanford, California, and the John 
Thomas Flynn Papers, in the University of Oregon Library at Eu- 
gene. The Norman Thomas Papers, residing in the New York Public 
Library in New York City, and the Amos R. E. Pinchot Papers, in the 
Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., were also consulted. An- 
other useful source was “‘A Story of America First,” a 1942 manu- 
script prepared by Ruth Sarles, an official of the AFC Washington 
research bureau. Sarles’ own intimate knowledge of the 1940-41 
issues and the processes of America First operations, as well as her 
ability to convey the emotional climate of the period, rendered her 
work invaluable. 

Additional sources consulted were the published books and arti- 
cles of John T. Flynn and several other participants in the Great 
Debate of 1941, numerous items in various New York newspapers, 
the Congressional Record, Public Opinion Quarterly, and various 
secondary sources. Two masters’ theses, “The America First Com- 
mittee: A Study in Recent American Non-Interventionism” by Mor- 
ris Burns Stanley, and “The Emergence of Anti-Semitism in the 
America First Committee, 1940-41” by Bart Lanier Stafford III, 
were consulted, but the conclusions reached in these studies are 
quite different from those advanced by the author of the current 
study.® Very helpful personal letters were received from Robert D. 
Stuart, Jr., AFC national executive director; Burton K. Wheeler, for- 
mer senator and prominent America First supporter; Walter Trohan, 
close Flynn associate and newspaper correspondent for several 
years during the 1930s and 1940s; Mrs. Katherine Swim, wife of 
NYC-AFC treasurer H. Dudley Swim; Peter Cusick, official of the 
interventionist Fight for Freedom Committee in New York City; 
Hamilton Fish, Jr., son of the AFC’s most vociferous champion in 
the House of Representatives; Justus D. Doenecke, anti-New Deal 
historian; and Dr. Wayne S. Cole. Personal interviews were also 
conducted in Chicago with Robert D. Stuart, Jr.; in New York City 
with Thomas D. Flynn, John Flynn’s son; Rosalie M. Gordon, John 
Flynn’s research assistant of many years; and Robert L. Bliss, rank- 
ing NYC-AFC staff member; and by telephone with Page Hufty, 
America First national committee official. 
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Introduction 


The idea of America First took form during the spring of 1940, 
when Adolf Hitler was sending his armies into Denmark, N orway, 
Belgium, Holland, and France. At that time, American intervention- 
ists were organizing the Committee to Defend America by Aiding the 
Allies (the CDAAA). The phenomenal success of the CDAAA, which 
established over six hundred local branches within a few months, as 
well as the prevalent talk by national leaders that the United States 
must send all possible aid “short of war’ to England in order to save 
itself from becoming Hitler’s next victim, concerned a group of law 
students at Yale University. Many of these students were Reserve 
Army officers; none was a pacifist. They met regularly to discuss 
their belief that America was “ambling, unawares, toward a preci- 
pice,” and they began sending petitions pledging this country to 
stay out of Europe’s conflicts to friends on other Eastern college 
campuses. When the petitions were hurriedly returned overflowing 
with names and demands for still more petitions, the Yale men 
“brushed the amazement from their eyes.””! They realized that they 
might have struck a groundswell of popular opinion, and decided to 
take more definitive steps. 

The students .were led by Robert Douglas Stuart, Jr., son of the 
vice president of the Quaker Oats Company. Stuart, a 1937 graduate 
of Princeton University in the field of government and international 
relations, was convinced by his studies that “the U.S. had gained 
nothing and lost a great deal through participation in World War I.”? 
He spent the year after his college graduation traveling in Europe, 
and entered law school in the fall of 1938, hoping to work for the 
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National Labor Relations Board after graduation. Although he did 
not agree with every aspect of the New Deal’s economic program, he 
was “generally supportive [of it], and my father would have said I 
was a ‘New Dealer.’ ”? Stuart’s intense involvement with the Ameri- 
ca First Committee during the latter half of 1940 and throughout 
1941, and then his term as an army artillery major in Europe, inter- 
rupted his education. He returned to Yale to complete his law degree 
in 1946.4 

During the summer of 1940, Stuart began the actual formation of 
the America First Committee, which he originally called the Emer- 
gency Committee to Defend America First. He attended both the 
Democratic and the Republican national conventions to enlist the 
support of prominent national figures. He spoke to persons repre- 
senting as wide a philosophical swath as progressive Democratic 
Senator Burton K. Wheeler of Montana and conservative Republican 
Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio. Stuart also sent letters to distin- 
guished businessmen throughout the country and held a luncheon 
for interested leading Chicagoans on July 22. At the same time he 
obtained a small area of rent-free office space in the Quaker Oats 
section of the Chicago Board of Trade Building.® 

In mid-July, as a result of an exchange of letters between Stuart 
and retired U.S. Army General Robert E. Wood, who was a friend of 
Stuart’s father, Wood accepted the position of temporary chairman 
of the AFC.® Although he considered resigning several times, he 
remained as chairman until the dissolution of the committee. Sixty- 
one years old in 1940, Wood had graduated from West Point and had 
served in the U.S. Army during the Philippine Insurrection. From 
1905 to 1915, he had been chief quartermaster and then director of 
the Panama Canal. Interrupting the business career he had entered 
upon in 1915, Wood served in World War I and emerged as a briga- 
dier general. He then became acting quartermaster general of the 
United States from 1918 to 1919. He held several military medals 
and was a chevalier (knight) in the French Legion of Honor. Vice 
president of Sears, Roebuck and Company from 1924 to 1928, presi- 
dent from 1929 to 1939, he had been chairman of the board ever 
since. During the America First experience, Wood also served on the 
boards of directors of several other large corporations and of the 
National Association of Manufacturers.7 

Wood had a record of unblemished integrity in his military and 
business careers, and John Flynn, chairman of the New York chap- 
ter of the America First Committee (NYC-AF C), was convinced that 
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the prestige and stability of Wood’s name were “precisely” what the 
fledgling AFC needed.® William Benton, vice president of the Uni- 
versity of Chicago and leading AFC spokesman during 1940-41, has 
revealed that Wood did not want the responsibilities of the commit- 
tee chairmanship. The old general accepted, however, because of 
the “idealism and enthusiasm and . . . starry eyes and patriotism” of 
Stuart and his friends. “How could I turn those nice young men 
down?” Wood once asked.® According to Charles Augustus Lind- 
bergh, famous aviator and AFC national committee member, every- 
one associated with the America First movement liked Wood. 
Lindbergh described him as “one of the keenest and ablest men I 
have ever met—a fine mind and a wonderful character.””!° 

Although Wood had approved of several early New Deal reforms, 
he began with the Undistributed Corporate Profits Tax Bill of 1935 
to disapprove of Franklin Roosevelt, and he broke with the Presi- 
dent finally in 1940 over foreign policy. Wood definitely was a con- 
servative, as were most of the members of the AFC national 
committee. Indeed, approximately three-fourths of this body, as 
well as the entire executive committee, came from the traditionally 
conservative and isolationist Midwest.!! One of the most vitriolic 
attacks ever made against the AFC accused the committee of having 
an overwhelmingly conservative bias. Samuel Grafton, frequent 
contributor to the liberal New Republic, wrote in that magazine in 
January 1941 that “it would be hard to find in American life a group 
more devoted . . . to various versions of yesterday than the roster of 
the America First Committee. ... [They] are all men who feel that... 
nothing is wrong with America except its aggravating desire for 
social reform. ... Those who fear the future are not anxious to help a 
neighbor [England] fight for it.’’!? 

Grafton’s criticism was unfair. A strong minority of liberals* and 
progressives, led by journalist John Thomas Flynn, served to coun- 


*The term liberal is used here in its Brandeisian sense. John Flynn and many other 
America Firsters believed that government should regulate business by preventing 
monopolies and cartels from controlling large sectors of the economy. However, 
Flynn and his colleagues did not think that the government itself should become a 
large economic power. This condition would restrict individual freedom, which was 
the essence of their definition of liberalism. In these views, they supported a school 
of thought advanced by Woodrow Wilson and his ideological advisor Louis Brandeis. 
Flynn and his colleagues rejected Franklin D. Roosevelt’s brand of liberalism, in 
which the government entered the economic community as a large employer and 
customer. This condition, they believed, left no room for individual freedom. For a 
more detailed explanation of Flynn’s view of liberalism, see Chapter 2, especially 
page 28. 
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terbalance the conservative tendencies of the AFC national commit- 
tee. Many America First decisions, especially in the latter half of 
1941, were changed or blunted by the vigorous presence of Flynn 
and other liberals.!2 The New York area generally sent representa- 
tives to the national committee who either were not members of the 
business community or were among the more liberal and progres- 
sive segment of the America First movement. Such was the case 
with ten of the fifteen national committee members from the North- 
east. Businessmen in New York were among the hardest America 
Firsters to recruit.14 

Ironically, however, Thomas N. McCarter, the first person to join 
the AFC national committee from the Northeast, was a businessman 
and a conservative. McCarter was chairman of the boards of direc- 
tors of the Public Service Corporation of New Jersey, and the Fideli- 
ty Trust Company of Newark.!® Other businessmen from the New 
York area who eventually served on the AFC national committee 
were Edward Rickenbacker, World War I flying ace who in 1940-41 
was president of Eastern Airlines; Robert Ralph Young, multimil- 
lionaire railroad magnate and chairman of the board of directors of 
the Allegheny Corporation; and Edwin Sibley Webster, Jr., senior 
partner in the Wall Street investment firm of Kidder, Peabody and 
Company. Mrs. Ellen French Vanderbilt FitzSimons, Republican 
national committeewoman from Rhode Island; and Charles Lind- 
bergh, resident of Long Island and Martha’s Vineyard during 1940- 
41, were additional Northeastern conservatives on the national 
committee. !® 

The strong liberal contingent in the America First Committee 
resulted from a deliberate attempt to broaden the organization’s ap- 
peal. Taking the initiative was Kingman Brewster, Jr., editor of the 
Yale Daily News, who contacted his friend Stuart in July 1940. 
Following a Brewster suggestion, Stuart importuned Progressive 
Governor Philip La Follette of Wisconsin to join America First. 
Though La Follette was sympathetic to the AFC’s aims, he rejected 
the invitation. His main reason was that his political coalition in 
Wisconsin, based as it was on domestic concerns, might disintegrate 
over foreign policy.17 However, La Follette did agree to write sever- 
al of his liberal and progressive friends throughout the nation and 
urge them to serve. The first persons he contacted in the New York 
area were F lynn and Oswald Garrison Villard, the famous old “dean 
of America liberals” and former editor of the Nation. Both agreed to 
serve in August 1940.18 Others would soon follow the example of 
Flynn and Villard. Among them were Amos Pinchot, liberal publi- 
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cist; Chester Bowles, head of the Madison Avenue advertising firm 
of Benton and Bowles, Inc., but a liberal in his personal and politi- 
cal convictions; and Samuel Hopkins Adams, Academy Award-win- 
ning playwright and member of the executive committee of the 
National Consumers’ League. However, the liberal contingent al- 
ways remained a minority on the AFC national committee, which 
began with twenty-one members and never grew to more than 
thirty-five at any time.?9 

The AFC national committee: first announced itself in a press 
release of September 4, 1940. One month later it opened its national 
advertising campaign with a New York Times advertisement titled 
“PEACE at Home or War Abroad? Snap Out of It America! You Can 
Decide if You Act Now!”2° With the publication of this advertise- 
ment the interventionist-noninterventionist “Great Debate of 1941” 
officially began. For another month the AFC waged the battle 
against war solely through radio speeches and additional advertise- 
ments, but then it adopted a wholly new approach. It had received 
so much mail from people across the country asking what they could 
do specifically to support the antiwar cause that, on November 12, 
the AFC decided to form local chapters and to seek an active, public 
membership. At this point Flynn, who had been a nominal member 
only, decided to take a more active role in the committee.?4 

What was the groundswell of popular opinion that Robert Doug- 
las Stuart and his fellow students had touched? What were the prin- 
ciples and program, expressed by the AFC, that had such a 
tremendous appeal to grassroots America? The committee began 
with four simple principles and an equal number of objectives. The 
principles espoused an “impregnable” national defense for Ameri- 
ca, a belief that no nation or group of nations could successfully 
attack a defensively prepared America, a conviction that this na- 
tion’s democracy and civil liberties could be preserved only by 
keeping out of the European war, and a view that aid “short of war” 
to any other nation would weaken national defense at home and 
threaten to involvé the United States, step by step, in war abroad. 
The objectives were to bring together and to provide national leader- 
ship and focus for all Americans of all strata and beliefs who wanted 
to keep their country out of war (specifically excluding American 
Nazis, fascists, Communists, and members of the German-American 
Bund), to urge Americans to keep their heads amid rising war hys- 
teria, and to register noninterventionist opinion with the President 
and Congress.?? é 

On December 9, 1940, a fifth principle was added, which stated 
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that the United States should provide “humanitarian aid” to Britain 
and to the occupied countries of the continent of Europe within the 
limits of America’s neutrality and with proper safeguards in the 
distribution of the food and supplies.28 This principle led the AFC 
to endorse the efforts of former President Herbert Hoover’s National 
Committee on Food for the Small Democracies. It also brought 
much criticism from officials of both the United States and the Brit- 
ish governments, since a major part of English strategy to defeat 
Hitler involved blockading and starving his occupied areas.”4 

Two additional principles, dealing with the constitutional issue 
of which branch of government possessed war-making powers, were 
incorporated in mid-1941. Many America First leaders had long 
believed that Roosevelt was waging an undeclared, “back door” war 
by executive fiat. Amos Pinchot, shortly after the President an- 
nounced the American occupation of Iceland in July, best expressed 
the committee’s fears when he told Lindbergh: “Allowing a Presi- 
dent to get us into conflict on his own hook [that is, to wage an 
undeclared war] is a monstrous proposition. ... If we do this we are 
striding, in one tragic step, into totalitarianism. We are putting our- 
selves into exactly the position in which the populations of Russia 
and Germany find themselves.”25 Consequently, the sixth AFC 
principle urged an official advisory referendum by the people on the 
question of war and peace.?® The seventh principle, even more ex- 
plicit, declared that the Constitution vested the sole war-making 
power in Congress, and that until that body had voted on the war 
question, every citizen should write to his representative and sena- 
tors expressing his views.?” The committee adopted both in hopes of 
driving a wedge between Roosevelt and the Congress, and of push- 
ing the legislative branch into asserting itself. 

These seven America First principles provided the skeletal frame- 
work for thoughtful American noninterventionism of the period. 
Far from being a mindless, head-in-the-sand isolationism, the non- 
interventionism of the AFC could be, and was, defended in an artic- 
ulate and philosophically consistent manner. America Firsters 
rejected the term isolationism as pejorative. Lindbergh liked to say 
that he favored an “independent destiny” for the United States; 
ae, leaders simply called themselves “nonin- 

é nists. ohn Flynn best explained the AFC’s distaste for 
the isolationist label when he stated: “I prefer [the term] .. . nonin- 
terventionist [because] I am against intervening in this war, but I 
am not against action between the United States and other countries 
... to improve the economic condition of the world.”29 
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Underlying the committee principles was the conviction that the 
conflagration in Europe was simply another of that Continent’s in- 
cessant, jealous quarrels. Barbara MacDonald, head of the AFC Na- 
tional Speakers’ Bureau, prepared a portfolio of useful facts to help 
committee orators prime for questions. In one folder, she pointed 
out that over the past five hundred years, Spain had been at war 
sixty-seven percent of the time, England fifty-six percent, France 
fifty percent, Russia forty-six percent, and Prussia and the German 
principalities twenty-eight percent. Americans deciding on their re- 
lationship to the current war should remember, MacDonald said, 
that their ancestors had founded this nation partly in order to leave 
behind Europe’s chronic turbulence.?° 

America Firsters believed that England was fighting merely to 
preserve her overseas empire from Germany, who wished to com- 
pete for empire. Edward Reisner, professor of education and NYC- 
AFC sponsoring committee member, told a Columbia University 
conference in July 1941 that “that war [in Europe] is not a crusade 
of the noble and good against the evil forces of this world, but a 
wicked, useless war entered into as the outcome of . . . selfishness 
and material ambition.’’*1 James P. Selvage, a New York advertising 
executive who occasionally designed copy for the AFC, referred to 
the war as “a poker game of European power politics.”’32 Stuart him- 
self once revealed that his primary motive in founding the commit- 
tee was his belief that “what turned out to be World War II was sim- 
ply a renewal of the same nationalistic struggles [that had caused 
World War I] with the only difference being the new emotional 
issues ... [of] anti-Semitism.’ 

At least one influential AFC leader, General Wood, was much 
impressed by a 1938 book, Save America First, by Jerome N. Frank, 
member and later chairman of the Securities and Exchange Com- 
mission.*4 In this book, a rambling treatise advancing solutions for 
the Great Depression, Frank claimed that England throughout its 
history deliberately had promoted economic and political anarchy 
in Europe in order to prevent any strong bloc from emerging to 
compete for empire. The result of Britain’s actions had been a 
“disintegrating, centrifugal” tendency to promote intra-European 
wars. These wars, Frank argued, would continue and would solve 
nothing until the states of Europe learned what the states of America 
had learned during the period of the Confederation, and formed one 
federal nation. Therefore, the United States should not be de- 
ceived into thinking that one side or the other in these conflicts held 
liberty, democracy, or progress in its cause. Instead, America should 
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preserve itself and set an example of civilization and liberty for 
foolhardy Europe.** 

Charles Lindbergh also agreed with Frank. The aviator was often 
criticized, especially by members of the Roosevelt Administration, 
for his forthright statements concerning England’s and France’s 
motives in attacking the marauding Hitler in 1939.3° Lindbergh was 
convinced that American involvement in World War I, with its guar- 
antee of total victory for the Allies, merely had postponed a fair, 
realistic, and accommodating arrangement among the powers of Eu- 
rope. The punitive Versailles treaty allowed the greed and cynicism 
of the European victors to reign temporarily, and ensured further 
struggies. ““No one,” the flier charged, “not even Germany, was 
more responsible for the conditions that caused this war [World War 
II] than England and France. .. . If we enter it, we will do no good 
either to Europe or to ourselves. ... Europe must straighten out her 
own family affairs.’’37 : 

The AFC held other uncomplimentary beliefs regarding England. 
That country was not as desperate for money and matériel as it 
styled itself, committee leaders asserted. Instead, Britain was taking 
advantage of a generous but uninformed America. As an ally, the 
island country was a liability, and the famed Royal Navy was a 
“luxury, not an indispensability” to American defense.38 Lindbergh 
was dismayed to learn in October 1941, from his friend Harold 
Bixby, director of Pan American Airlines, that the British were com- 
peting with Pan American for a commercial concession to a route 


In addition to its beliefs concerning England and the basic nature 
of the European war in 1940-41, the AFC had its own estimates of 
Hitler’s military and economic capabilities. The committee insisted 
that the German dictator lacked the capacity to invade the geograph- 
ically isolated United States (as long as this country was prepared 
defensively), even if he conquered all of Europe and achieved a 
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power base in South America. The nearly impassable jungle and 
mountain terrain of Central America would prevent a conquest from 
that direction.41 A 1941 book by businessman Deuglas Miller, en- 
titled You Can’t Do Business with Hitler, sparked a vigorous public 
debate when it stated that Germany, if victorious in large areas of 
Europe, Latin America, and Asia, could ruin the American economy 
by strangling international trade.42 The AFC maintained that an 
“enlarged Germany” would be forced to import even more food and 
raw materials, and discover even larger export markets for her manu- 
factures, than the current Germany. Therefore, concluded an August 
1941 committee pamphlet, “an enlarged Germany . . . would be in 
no position to dictate the terms on which she would trade.’’43 

The discussion of Hitler’s possible world economic dominance 
became a favorite one for AFC speakers. Barbara MacDonald coun- 
seled them to point out that only 5 percent of America’s national 
income was derived from export trade. “Therefore,” she asserted, 
“we are very close to a position of saying ‘take it or leave it.’ ”’ As for 
imports, MacDonald continued, “‘we are the greatest raw material 
market in the world, and Hitler would only be cutting off his nose to 
spite his face if he successfully withheld raw materials from us.” 
Noting that the United States could manufacture synthetic rubber, 
and could use silver and aluminum as substitutes for tin if Malay- 
sian raw materials were forbidden, MacDonald concluded that 
“there is no raw material so indispensable that we need fight outside 
this hemisphere for it.”44 Amos Pinchot found the entire question of 
Hitler’s possible economic prepotency moot. “To say that we should 
go to war with another nation,” he stated confidently, “because, in 
the future, that nation may prove a powerful competitor in foreign 
trade is an absurdity. This country with its vast integrated natural 
resources, its inventive genius and free competitive industry will be 
able to overproduce and undersell any country, especially one 
whose economy is regimented by bureaucrats and held down by the 
dead hand of the state.’’45 

Other beliefs alsé contributed to the AFC’s confidence in the non- 
interventionist position. The committee, although it did not make a 
major issue of this point, declared that America was goading an 
unwilling Japan into war. “In modern history only the United States 
is inclined toward romantic crusades,” an America First pamphlet 
stated satirically. “Japan is not a romantic nation, she is not going to 
pull Germany’s chestnuts from the fire... . Any war with Japan... 
will be . .. of our own forcing.”46 The AFC privately favored the 
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impeachment of Roosevelt because of his alleged breach of peace 
pledges made in the 1940 presidential campaign. It did not call for 
this openly because committee leaders feared that such a demand 
would give the group a partisan appearance.*” * 

America Firsters also privately wanted the United States to exert 
its influence in favor of a negotiated peace in Europe. Total war, 
they believed, would exhaust the victors and vanquished alike, and 
thus cause further world economic collapse and bitterness. Commit- 
tee spokesmen refrained from offering this opinion publicly, how- 
ever, because they felt it was futile given Roosevelt’s strong feelings 
on the subject, and because they were sure that calls for a negotiated 
peace would bring an appeasement label to their group.4* In Decem- 
ber 1940 President Roosevelt stated his views clearly: “Is it a nego- 
tiated peace if a gang of outlaws surrounds your community and on 
threat of extermination makes you pay tribute to save your own 
skins? ... Nonsense!’’4® Following this pronouncement, most Amer- 
ica Firsters realized that only a stalemate in the war could bring an 
equitable, negotiated peace. 

Such, then, was the philosophical “package” that the AFC em- 
bodied. A frequent criticism of the movement charged that it only 
opposed the ideas and goals of others, but had no constructive pro- 
gram of its own. This assessment was generally accurate, although 
the committee was planning a positive, new program at the time of 
the Pearl Harbor attack.5° Nevertheless, the noticeable lack of open, 
affirmative goals throughout most of the organization’s lifetime 
must be seen as a consequence of the extreme diversity of the mem- 
bership. Multiformity, above all, characterized the America First 
Committee. Charles Lindbergh underlined the problem of positive 
goals for such a heterogeneous group when he said: “We would 
break up in an instant on almost any other issue [than noninterven- 
tionism].’’5! In 1943, when John Flynn was approached by a New 
York woman, Jessica Forbes, suggesting a revival of the committee, 
he reaffirmed Lindbergh's judgment. “I think you would find,” 
Flynn told Forbes, “that the people who supported the America 
First movement . . . hold many differing views on the postwar 
world.’’52 

Indeed, the AFC embraced an ideological spread that stretched 
from socialists to conservative industrial magnates to the philosoph- 
ically uncommitted. Socialists and liberals feared that war would 
destroy the social gains of the past forty years and end democratic 
attempts to solve America’s economic ills. Also they did not want to 
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see America fight to defend what they saw as foreign imperialism. 
Industrialists predicted that war would create dictatorship and an- 
nul the profit system in the United States. Many ordinary citizens in 
the committee simply did not want to see their'sons, husbands, and 
brothers sent away to fight and die. In addition to these people, the 
AFC contained extremely practical people who knew that America 
was dreadfully unprepared militarily, strict constitutionalists who 
felt that Roosevelt was seizing too much power for the executive 
branch, and internationalists who feared that full participation in 
the war would weaken the United States’ chances for leadership of 
the postwar world.53 

The diversity of the America First movement was seen by at least 
one of its leaders as one of the group’s most constructive accom- 
plishments. Ruth Sarles, official in the AFC Washington research 
bureau and later committee historian, termed America First “a re- 
bellion against the label ideology that has colored the American scene 
for the last fifteen years . . . a declaration of individualism against 
the growing American habit of classification. . . . America First 
showed that it was possible for individuals and groups of diametri- 
cally opposed political, social and economic views to work togeth- 
er’ for a common cause.*4 Wood agreed with Sarles, and called the 
committee “the greatest ‘common denominator’ mass action the 
country has ever known.”’55 

The America First Committee began among a group of concerned 
graduate students at Yale University. When these students discov- 
ered that their desire to avoid war was shared by many Americans, 
they contacted prominent national leaders and established a formal 
vehicle for expressing their views. The national committee that they 
assembled was primarily conservative, but was supplemented by a 
strong liberal minority consisting primarily of Northeasterners. The 
noninterventionist philosophy that the AFC embodied was coherent 
and logically consistent, and was embraced by the fifteen to twenty 
million America First members for a wide variety of reasons. Per- 
haps John Flynn best expressed the spirit of most committee sup- 
porters regarding their hybrid group. Denying a charge that the AFC 
was merely an anti-New Deal “front-group,” Flynn affirmed: “I will 
work with any good American [excluding American Nazis, fascists, 
Communists, and Bund members], whatever his .. . philosophy, 
who wants to save this country from war.’’5& 
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A Philosophy for a Man, and a 
Beginning for a Chapter 


Let me tell you what war will do for us. The flags will fly, the 
national anthems will ring out, the boys in their new uniforms will 
march down our bright avenues. . .. Millions of these boys will be 
taken from their classrooms, their professions, their workbenches. ... 
A half million will die. A million may be wounded and a vast, mel- 
ancholy legion of them will live out long, tortured, frustrated lives in 
veterans’ hospitals. ... 

Every man, woman and child... will have to pay the incalculable 


costs of this mad adventure. ... Taxes will consume your earnings 
and cripple your business. ... A great army of bureaucrats will help 
to manage every man’s affairs... . You will spend half your time 


seeking permits, getting visas, answering questions, making reports 
and satisfying the thousand and one demands of the supervisors. .. . 
The gains of labor, the long, painfully acquired right of the worker in 
his job and his union will be swept away. ... The apologists for all 
this will tell you that this is a “new order.” But it will be nothing 
more than the twilight of American democracy.... 

And when the war is over and the terrible bills come due and the 
illusions have fallen from our eyes, we will look around for some 
scapegoats. . . , Amidst these disorders we will have the perfect 
climate for some ‘promising Hitler on the American model to rise to 
power with promises of abundance and recovery. The peace, the 
security, the liberties of a whole generation will be destroyed. And 
we, who set out once again on a fool’s errand to remodel the world... 
will see it [democracy] pass out of our own country.! 

JOHN T. FLYNN (March 8, 1941) 
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The views held by John T. Flynn in 1940-41, developed through 
a long career in journalism and sharpened during the first eight 
years of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, constitute perhaps the most 
cogent illustration of the liberal aspects of immediate, pre-World 
War II American noninterventionism. Flynn first expressed his 
opinion on the “gathering storm” of the late 1930s in his capacity as 
national chairman of the small, liberal, and pacifistic Keep America 
Out of War Congress (KAOWC). When this relatively elite and intel- 
lectual group failed to generate a popular uprising against war, he 
became convinced that only a mass movement uniting diverse peo- 
ple on a few basic principles could produce a significant change in 
American foreign policy. “The America First movement seemed to 
satisfy [those conditions] ... and it was for this reason that I was 
willing to give my time and effort to the committee,” he later ex- 
plained.? As Flynn proceeded to organize the “citadel of interven- 
tionism,” the New York area, he had both to take cognizance of the 
special conditions and pressures surrounding the war issue in the 
Northeast, and to attempt to secure the backing of prominent busi- 
ness leaders. When the business community in New York proved 
too recalcitrant, Flynn shouldered the burden as America First Com- 
mittee chapter chairman.? 

John T. Flynn was a man of physical and mental vigor. The AFC 
executive director Robert D. Stuart once described him as “‘a person 
of limitless energy who constantly undertakes more than any one 
human being can do.’’4 Flynn’s trim, medium build and his boyish- 
ly thick, iron gray hair bespoke his wiry and sprightly animation. 
Others who knew him best have described most often his quick and 
colorful wit and his ability as a writer and an economic analyst. He 
has been called “ruddy ... volatile . . . strong willed and hot tem- 
pered but reasonable and factual in debate .. . an American Hilaire 
Belloc. . .a brilliant conversationalist and writer .. . the possessor of 
one of the finest minds I have ever met and a joyous sense of hu- 
mor.” Robert L. Bliss, a high official of the New York Chapter of 
the America First Committee, recalled admiringly that “‘you learned 
something {most often about economics] every time he [F lynn] 
opened his mouth .. . but he wasn’t stuffy. The whole office loved 
him.”¢ Even a virulent opponent in the Great Debate of 1941 re- 
cently called Flynn a “decent nice fellow ...a true isolationist.’””7 

Flynn was born on October 25, 1882, in the Washington suburb of 
Bladensburg, Maryland, to John and Margaret O’Donnell Flynn. 
The son of an attorney, Flynn was educated first in the public 
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schools of Bladensburg, and later in the parochial schools of New 
York City. His Irish, Roman Catholic background was used often 
during 1940-41 by interventionists seeking to discredit him. They 
called him an “Trish lion-baiter,” and an “eternal Hibernian in erup- 
tion,” and implied that he favored noninterventionism because he 
was anti-British. Flynn answered these charges by scoffing, “That I 
may be animated by an interest in my own country is not conceded 
to me by these critics.’’® 

Flynn never attended college, but graduated from Georgetown 
Law School a few years after the turn of the century. One of his 
favorite pastimes as a law student was listening to the debates on 
nearby Capitol Hill. As a member of the audience on January 9, 
1900, at the famous Beveridge-Hoar Senate debate on the question 
of retention of the Philippines, Flynn formed his early and persis- 
tent belief that imperialism led to war, and that neither should be 
pursued as an instrument of national policy.® Despite his degree, 
Flynn never practiced law. He worked as a clerk in his father’s office 
for a short time after graduation, but was always interested in be- 
coming a writer. In 1910 Flynn married Alice Bell and moved to the 
West Coast. Unable to obtain a journalistic post, however, he re- 
turned to New York in 1916 with his wife and two young sons, John 
Jr. and Thomas.!° 

Flynn began his writing career in 1916 with the New Haven Reg- 
ister, and became city editor within a year. He served in that position 
for two years, and then worked as editor and managing editor of the 
New York Globe from 1920 to 1923. Following the Globe’s demise 
in 1923, he turned to freelance writing. Eventually he authored 
nearly fifteen books on business, economics, and politics, among the 
most well known of which were Graft in Business, God’s Gold— 
Story of Rockefeller and His Times, Country Squire in the White 
House, As We Go Marching, The Roosevelt Myth, and The Road 
Ahead." 

Flynn’s widespread notice as a liberal journalist came from a col- 
umn titled “Other People’s Money,” which he wrote for the New 
Republic from 1933 until November 1940. For several years he also 
wrote as a Scripps-Howard syndicated columnist. His series, “Plain 
Economics,” appeared in the New York World-Telegram, the Wash- 
ington Daily News and other newspapers. From 1937 to 1941 Flynn 
served as associate editor of Collier’s magazine, contributing nu- 
merous articles to various journals during this time. He was a mem- 
ber of the New York Press Club. He also served on the staff of the 
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Pecora Commission investigating the stock market in 1933, was eco- 
nomic adviser to the Nye Committee investigating World War I 
profits in 1934-35, lectured in contemporary economics at the New 
School for Social Research, New York City, ,in 1935-36, and from 
1935 to 1944 was a Fiorello La Guardia appointee to the New York 
City Board of Higher Education.” 

John Flynn never ran for political office, nor did he serve on any 
political committees, because he wanted to leave himself ideologi- 
cally free “to throw bricks in any direction I choose.”'* He called 
himself a liberal all of his life, and he defined liberalism as “not so 
much a collection of beliefs as a character of the mind. It is not far 
removed from tolerance—not .. . for men but for ideas.” A liberal 
rebelled against dogma in any form, and his most important quality, 
said Flynn, had to be “a willingness to examine the ideas of other 
men and to reexamine his own.””!4 

Flynn did not believe in Herbert Hoover’s brand of unrestrained 
capitalism, but he did not believe in socialism either. He wanted a 
regulated form of capitalism in which the government would en- 
force fair standards of competition and prevent monopolies, pools, 
holding companies, and other devices from distorting the market or 
the stock exchange. 

Monopolies and other forms of economic concentration, he was 
convinced, would ultimately “develop the most complete barrier to 
new private investment that any dreamer of the capitalist catastro- 
phe could hope for.’45 Flynn did not want the government to solve 
the monopoly problem by becoming an economic power itself, how- 
ever. When Samuel Grafton, interventionist contributor to the New 
Republic, charged in early 1941 that Flynn’s economic philosophy 
amounted to nothing more than “an improved version of Teddy 
Roosevelt’s antimonopoly campaign,” Flynn was insulted. He 
termed Grafton’s imputation a “nasty little lie.”16 Above all, Flynn 
desired a society wherein each individual would have as much free- 
dom as possible, and would rise or fall on his own merits, without 
having avenues of success choked off by business conglomerates. If 
capitalism were to be preserved, he said in 1931, liberal leaders 
would have to move beyond the Jeffersonian position, take cogniz- 
ance of the development of cartels and trusts, and actively work 
with government to make the economic system behave “as a social 
economy rather than a racket.’’!7 

In his later years (post-World War II) Flynn became, in effect, a 
conservative, although he believed himself to be a liberal betrayed, 
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or a liberal without a party.!® The change in his lifetime philosophy 
was inextricably bound up with Franklin Roosevelt’s long presiden- 
cy, and especially with American involvement in World War II. As 
the New Deal progressed, old definitions and principles seemed to 
Flynn to become mixed and meaningless propaganda. In 1940, look- 
ing back at Roosevelt’s 1932 election and the Hundred Days of 
1933, Flynn termed the New Deal a “promising adventure,” which 
he had welcomed and had been willing to aid in every possible way 
in making “realizable reforms.’ However, he now viewed Roosevelt 
with “unmixed dismay . . . and a sense of betrayal.” The New Deal, 
he claimed, made a “shocking descent . . . into the most ancient and 
degrading forms of reaction. . .. I see the standard of liberalism that 
I have followed all of my life flying over a group of causes which, as 
a liberal. .. . I have abhorred all of my life.”!® By 1950, Flynn was 
even more negative. He wrote that the greatest calamity that ever 
befell the United States occurred in 1880, when Franklin Roose- 
velt’s parents married !2° 

What caused this great transformation in Flynn’s opinion? He 
explained in 1940 that several of his friends had warned him against 
voting for Roosevelt in 1932, but that, at the time, he saw him as the 
only viable alternative to the national disaster that Herbert Hoover 
was consummating.?! Hoover, Flynn believed, had allowed the 
Great Depression to occur because he failed to restrain greedy mo- 
nopolies, and especially because he did not regulate the stock mar- 
ket. Then the President compounded his errors by using the 
Reconstruction Finance Corporation to save large corporations and 
hopelessly bankrupt railroads, instead of helping small banks and 
businesses, and the average citizens.2? On election eve in 1932, 
Flynn branded Hoover as a “spurious . . . pretended liberal,” and 
stated, “I can hardly wait until tomorrow morning to get to the polls 
and smite the great Miracle Man.”’25 

Flynn’s initial support of the New Deal faded quickly. He grew 
disenchanted, first of all, because he objected to many of the people 
with whom Roosevélt chose to surround himself. Among the new 
President’s appointments in 1933, Flynn was especially suspicious 
of William H. Woodin, designated secretary of the treasury. Wood- 
in’s name had been uncovered by the Pecora Commission as being 
on the House of Morgan’s list of persons who could buy stocks 
below market prices. Flynn also was distrustful of the appointment 
of Dean Acheson, whose law partner was a Wall Street insider, as 
undersecretary of the treasury. When Earle Bailie, a partner in the 
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firm of J. & W. Seligman and Company, which had been caught 
selling questionable South American securities, was named as spe- 
cial assistant to Woodin, Flynn’s skepticism increased still further. 
He was shocked and outraged when in 1934 Joseph P. Kennedy, a 
Wall Street millionaire speculator, was made chairman of the Secur- 
ities and Exchange Commission. When Kennedy retired from this 
post in September 1935, however, Flynn praised his fairness.?4 

Several of the New Deal programs, which Flynn believed favored 
big business, also caused him to deplore Roosevelt’s presidency. No 
measure upset him more than the National Recovery Act of 1933. He 
saw the NRA codes of competition as the beginning of industrial 
fascism in America, not because they imposed planning, but be- 
cause they evolved in practice not unlike the trade associations of 
the Harding-Coolidge era. In December 1933 Flynn proclaimed that 
“this New Deal... is a fraud. It is nothing else than the scheme 
which the Chamber of Commerce of the United States has been 
fighting for for twelve years—the modification of the Sherman Anti- 
Trust law and turning over the control of industry to the tender 
mercy of the trade associatons.”’25 

Other New Deal measures caused Flynn to feel that the average 
consumer was not Roosevelt’s first concern. He saw the Securities 
Exchange Act of 1934, which established the Securities and Ex- 
change Commission, and the watered-down version of the war pro- 
fits bill that passed Congress in the spring of 1935, as toothless com- 
promises with Wall Street.2° He viewed the Social Security Act of 
1935 as laudable in principle, but questionable in practice, because 
it imposed high rates to build up a huge reserve fund. He became 
an active member of the American Association for Social Security, 
and as such, worked for revision of the law.27 

Throughout 1935-36, Flynn became increasingly critical of Roo- 
sevelt’s methods of financing New Deal spending projects. He did 
not oppose government spending as such. In fact, he felt that Roose- 
velt should spend more than he did on public works projects. How- 
ever, Flynn believed that government money should come from 
current revenues, and that these funds should be built up by heavy 
taxes on those industries and persons that had usurped too large a 
share of America’s income during the past forty years.28 He opposed 
the raising of government revenues by deficit spending. He felt that 
eventually a steadily rising national debt would choke private in- 
vestment by starving the small investor and causing income to be 
redistributed from the poor to the rich. He rejected the theory posed 
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by Dr. Alvin Hansen of the Federal Reserve Board that the federal 
debt never need be paid off, since the interest on this debt went to 
millions of Americans as annual income in the form of dividends. 
Flynn pointed out that everyone in the nation was compelled to 
contribute taxes to pay the interest on the federal debt, but only a 
relatively small number of wealthy bank and insurance company 
stockholders received the interest on the debt as income.2® 

A final reason for Flynn’s growing distrust of the New Deal dur- 
ing its first eight years concerned Roosevelt’s personality. By 1940 
Flynn had concluded that the President of the United States was 
dangerously unfit for his high office. Roosevelt’s impulsive and ex- 
perimental nature, combined with what Flynn felt was an innate 
militarism, made the journalist extremely apprehensive. Roosevelt, 
he said, “would put off action or decision on most things until 
driven to act, but might at any moment, without very much calcula- 
tion... rush into some course or movement.’®° Flynn believed that 
to Roosevelt a political question was merely a difference of opinion 
between two men, and that if the men could be induced to compro- 
mise and shake hands, the issue could be solved. Consequently, 
Flynn was positive that the President, by surrounding himself with 
men representing widely divergent philosophies and by instituting 
the conceptual conglomerate of the New Deal agencies, displayed 
only madness and no method.*! 

Flynn adopted from his old friend, Socialist Party leader Norman 
Thomas, the belief that Roosevelt was “a born militarist.”” Flynn 
noted that the President had a propensity, “whenever he had a week 
or two for jaunting, .. . [to] spend his time on battleships.’’5? In 1936 
Flynn proclaimed in a radio speech that he could not vote for Roose- 
velt because he was sure that the President would “do his best to 
entangle us” in the eventual European war. At the same time, Flynn 
added that he believed Roosevelt was “engaged in a desperate at- 
tempt to break down the democratic system in America.” Seven 
years later, in the midst of war, an embittered Flynn told a friend: “I 
am sure that was a pretty unconvincing broadcast then. But time has 
supplied the necessary conviction.”?? Flynn supported Thomas’ 
presidential candidacy in 1936, not out of sympathy for socialism 
but as a protest against Roosevelt.*4 

After 1936 Flynn became increasingly convinced that Roosevelt 
was a militarist. The President’s “Quarantine the Aggressor” speech 
in late 1938 was viewed with alarm and despair by the journalist. He 
warned that Roosevelt needed a huge “miracle industry” to help the 


31 


nation recover from the Great Depression. Powerful conservatives 
in Congress and the business community were becoming outspoken 
in their opposition to the President’s spending program, and pump- 
ing money into an industry like armaments was the only way for 
Roosevelt tc continue deficit financing and yet satisfy the conserva- 
tives. The psychological basis for conservative “devotion to military 
might” was interesting and complex, Flynn maintained, but he did 
not examine the motivation in detail. It was sufficient to observe, he 
asserted, that “militarism is the one great glamorous public-works 
project” to which conservatives would consent.** In order to contin- 
ue as an effective popular cause, Flynn stated wryly, the “miracle 
industry” would need to be accompanied by constant war alarms. 
He reached the grim conclusion, however, that the basic problem 
with armaments was that “you cannot have war scares and war 
preparations without having war, or at least making peace a terrific 
gamble.’’36 

When war broke out in Europe in September 1939, Flynn went on 
the radio to caution Americans that there were two fronts in any war, 
the economic and the military. He insisted that this nation must not 
participate on either front, for “if we go into the war on the econom- 
ic front, we must certainly know . .. that... we will end by going to 
war on the military front.’’°?7 Flynn reached this conclusion from his 
experience with the Nye committee. He had seen the United States 
inevitably committed to entering World War I with the very first 
agreement made by President Wilson to trade, even in nonmilitary 
goods, with the belligerents. Loans of money for goods had led to 
loans of ships to deliver those goods, and loans of ships in turn 
meant the loan of men to man those ships. American men on belli- 
gerent ships led to violent international incidents and, eventually, 
those incidents resulted in war.38 

Roosevelt's response to the outbreak of the European war deeply 
disturbed Flynn. When in late 1939 the President signed the bill 
modifying the Neutrality Act of 1937, in order to allow the sale of 
munitions to belligerents on a cash-and-carry basis, F lynn was sure 
that Roosevelt was “coldly planning to create in this country a vast 
armaments industry” and to justify increased borrowing on the 
grounds of national defense. “We will have to keep mobilized to 
oppose every move of the administration to inch us into the crazy 
thing on the other side,” he vowed to noninterventionist Senator 
Homer Bone of Washington.?® Flynn termed the President’s January 
1940 request to Congress for a greatly enlarged defense budget a 
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“deplorable and . . . a gravely upsetting phenomenon.”. . . It is the 
climax of all the preparation he has made of the public mind for the 
last two years. .. . There has been a systematic infusion of fears into 
the minds of the people.’’#° 

The summer of 1940 brought a sharp new series of events distress- 
ing to Flynn. Roosevelt, speaking at Charlottesville, Virginia, in 
early June urged the United States to “go full speed ahead”’ in pro- 
ducing material resources to defend itself and help the Allies defeat 
Hitler. Shortly thereafter, he appointed internationalists Henry 
Stimson and Frank Knox to be secretaries of war and the navy re- 
spectively.41 On June 22 France fell to Hitler’s armies and a decided 
change occurred in American public opinion. Now a much larger 
proportion of Americans felt that the war in Europe could potential- 
ly affect them, that aid to Britain short of war should be increased, 
and that immediate and drastic expansion of the defense capabilities 
of the United States should be undertaken.4? The President respond- 
ed by supporting the Burke-Wadsworth bill, the first peacetime mili- 
tary conscription bill in American history. Flynn raged: “I am sick 
of affairs from the crown of my head to the soles of my feet. In all my 
years of observing public affairs I have never seen anything that was 
more fraudulent than this manufactured crisis of ours.”43 By August 
news of the Destroyers-for-Bases agreement with England was in 
the air and Roosevelt was nominated for a third term as President. A 
heartsick Flynn could only comment to Norman Thomas that he felt 
“like aman on whom a building had fallen.”’44 

Throughout 1940, in his two regular columns, his various inde- 
pendent articles, and his book Country Squire in the White House, 
Flynn reiterated his view that Roosevelt was collaborating with the 
conservative, big-business interests of Wall Street to produce eco- 
nomic recovery through war scares. He basically distrusted the Pres- 
ident’s policies and personality: he believed that Roosevelt’s 
appointees, programs, and methods of financing favored big busi- 
ness, and he was convinced that the President had an unstable, 
militaristic character. He consistently warned that “the simple truth 
is... that we have a militarist in the White House... . And we must 
be aware of, and weigh these facts about him properly before we can 
understand what the conflict in Europe is doing as it races through 
his mind.’45 Consequently, Flynn could not help seeing the war 
preparations as a hoax to promote economic favors to defense indus- 
tries, and to provide an amusement for Roosevelt’s personal fancy. 
He commented sarcastically that Wall Street soon would be singing 
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“Happy Days Are Here Again,” and that Americans would be enjoy- 
ing “the delightful combination of the terror of Hitler and the full 
pay envelope.’’46 The only fear on the national horizon, according to 
Flynn, was that “peace—the terrible scourge of peace—may de- 
scend on us and end this great war industry. If it does it will be one 
of the greatest economic calamities of our time.””47 

Behind these derisive observations lay Flynn’s deepest fears re- 
garding an economy based upon deficit spending and defense in- 
dustries. He warned that these tendencies would lead to fascism for 
the United States.48 Flynn was the most brilliant and consistent 
spokesman for the third, seemingly obscure, principle espoused by 
the America First Committee. This principle stated that American 
democracy and civil liberties could be preserved only by keeping 
out of the European war.*® As Barbara MacDonald, director of the 
AFC Speakers’ Bureau, briefly,explained this committee tenet: 
“Experience has taught us that democracy vanishes in wartime... . 
In a long and unpopular war, the sacrifices might well become 
permanent.’’5° 

John Flynn’s most deeply held belief was that democracy could 
not be spread by force, and that modern, total warfare would destroy 
the economic and political liberties of all combatants. The greatest 
tragedy of American intervention, he predicted, would be that “we 
who pretend we are going to war to save the freedoms of France and 
Britain and Greece and Russia will end by losing our own.’’>! He 
was convinced that “if America goes to war, we shall inevitably 
have fascism in this country.”5? This opinion caused Flynn to be- 
come a strict constitutionalist and vigorously to oppose the exten- 
sion of the power of the executive branch during and after the 
America First experience.®3 

Flynn examined the rise of fascism in Germany and Italy, and 
concluded that it had developed in both places as the result of a 
capitalistic system that collapsed. The people had come to expect 
that their governments were responsible for providing them with 
economic abundance and security, and no politician who did not 
promise these things could achieve power. In order to create abun- 
dance, the national leaders had to adopt the expedient of state deficit 
spending. When conservative opposition to such spending mount- 
ed, the leaders turned to militarism as a justification. Militarism then 
spawned imperialism, because “people cannot be induced to make 
[sacrifices unless] - -- presented with some national crusade or ad- 
venture on the heroic model touching deeply the springs of chauvin- 
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istic pride.’’54 Ultimately, dictatorship triumphed as people tired of 
militaristic adventures, and desperate leaders resorted to force to 
continue the bogus crusades. For Flynn, dictatorship was a result, 
not a cause, of fascism.55 

The parallels with the American economic breakdown of the thir- 
ties and with Roosevelt’s response to it, at least in Flynn’s view of 
these events, were inescapable. Interventionists in 1940-41, Flynn 
said, allowed their hatred of Hitler to cloud their perception of the 
social and economic ills that had produced the German dictator. 
They enjoyed a “warm, luxurious feeling of piety and righteousness 
... Lespecially] in the presence of men like myself ... who can be 
accused of crawling into our shells like hermit crabs, shutting our 
eyes to all the agony in the world.” However, Flynn maintained, 
interventionists forgot that Hitler was merely a symptom. While he 
was deplorable and “easy to hate,” the German leader was unimpor- 
tant as an individual. Fascism, Flynn asserted, was a “parasite dis- 
ease” that fed upon weakened societies. The Great Depression 
already had taxed the stamina of American society terribly, and the 
economic burdens of war would complete this nation’s destruction: 
“War—even a victorious war—will destroy us.”56 

Contrary to popular myth, Flynn never charged that Franklin 
Roosevelt was a dictator, or that the New Deal was communistic. He 
did insist that the New Deal was unwittingly promoting fascism 
because of its alleged deficit-spending-militarism cycle, and that 
Roosevelt was unknowingly paving the way for a future President to 
impose dictatorship if he so chose.5” ““The most terrifying aspect of 
the whole fascist episode,” Flynn warned, “is the dark fact that most 
of its poisons are generated not by evil men or evil peoples, but by 
quite ordinary men in search of an answer to the baffling problems 
that beset every society. Nothing could [be] .. . further from the 
minds of most of them than the final brutish and obscene result.’58 

Flynn had good intellectual company in his views on the coming 
of fascism and dictatorship to America.5® Norman Thomas shared 
Flynn’s contention that war would lead to fascism for America, that 
this process was inevitable, and that neither Roosevelt nor any other 
well-intentioned citizens would be able to prevent it.6° Raymond 
Gram Swing, nationally known radio commentator, described a sim- 
ilar progression in his 1935 book, Forerunners of American Fas- 
cism. The main difference between Flynn’s and Swing’s analyses 
lies in the latter’s belief that appeals to racial and religious preju- 
dice, instead of to imperial ventures, would galvanize and maintain 
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popular support.*! Indeed, Swing so discounted the effects of mili- 
tarism and war in bringing fascism to America that during 1941 he 
served as chairman of the strongly interventionist Council for 
Democracy. 

John Flynn also was one of the America First Committee’s most 
vocal and thoughtful spokesmen for its other philosophical commit- 
ments to noninterventionism. He had insisted since September 1939 
that the European war was just another power struggle in Europe’s 
long history. To view the war as a contest between freedom and 
oppression, he claimed, was “‘to miss its meaning altogether.’’®? He 
was thoroughly convinced that “England is not fighting for the four 
freedoms and is not fighting our battle but is fighting for her em- 
pire.’’®3 For this reason, he often called attention to England’s poor 
treatment of its colonial peoples in India and North Africa, and to 
the fact that it held approximately thirty thousand political prison- 
ers in Asia. When the British invaded Iran in August 1941, Flynn’s 
opinion was confirmed: “[The English] do not pause at aggression 
when it serves their purpose... . This is a rich opportunity to make a 
great point of Britain’s Indian troubles since the Iranian invasion is 
a prelude to the battle for her empire there [India].’’®4 

Because of his beliefs about the nature of England’s fight, and his 
deep conviction that war could only destroy liberties, Flynn favored 
a negotiated peace between England and Germany. He admired 
English literature and government, and believed that any person 
“honestly concerned” with preserving these contributions to civili- 
zation would try to stop the war immediately and salvage at least 
part of British sovereignty. English leaders and American interven- 
tionists who urged the island country to fight its desperate battle to 
the end, Flynn insisted, were doing both of their countries a grave 
disservice. The burdens of war would destroy Britain, whether the 
country won or lost. Throughout 1941 he expected England to fall, 
but in compliance with America First policy he refrained from call- 
ing for a negotiated peace from any committee platform or publi- 
cation.® 

Flynn did not believe that England, as many interventionists as- 
serted, was America s first line of defense against Hitler. For one 
thing, he was philosophically committed to the position, enunciated 
best by Norman Thomas, that “no nation can depend upon the mili- 
tary forces of another for . . . [its] preservation. Itis .. . fantastic... 
to say that a... British victory will solve all our problems.’’66 For 
another thing, Flynn was sure that, because of the enormous logisti- 
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cal problems involved in crossing an ocean with an army, landing 
on a hostile coast, and maintaining supply lines, Hitler could not 
possibly invade the United States. Roosevelt had noted that Dakar 
in Africa, which the German dictator conceivably could use as a 
base, was only five hours by air from Brazil. In an article addressing 
the invasion question, which the AFC reprinted and distributed 
widely in its fight against the Lend-Lease bill, Flynn dismissed the 
President’s frightening implication. He pointed out that even if Hit- 
ler successfully landed troops in Brazil, the potential invader still 
would be farther away from the United States than he had been in 
Germany!®7 

Germany ’s difficulties in attempting to conquer its neighbor, Rus- 
sia, further convinced Flynn that the whole invasion argument was 
simply a part of Roosevelt’s “mischief.” The President, he believed, 
was trying to scare the American people into an extravagant arms 
program.®* Yet Flynn supported the AFC principle that urged an 
impregnable national defense. He saw that the United States was 
woefully unprepared militarily, and believed that the country 
should “provide a defense for [itself] . . . but not a vast military 
establishment to engage in foreign wars.’’®® 

After arguing against Hitler as a military threat to this country, 
Flynn examined the economic question. He concluded that the Nazi 
economy could never achieve world, or even European, domination. 
Fascist ideology, bureaucratic organization, and a primitive German 
plan of trade based on barter, he maintained, would cause the Reich 
to stagnate economically.”° The only way Hitler could “beat Ameri- 
can business,” Flynn argued ironically, “would be if this country 
were to enter the war and emerge as a fascist state like Germany.”7! 

In order to keep America from becoming involved in the upcom- 
ing war, John Flynn took several steps aside from offering his opin- 
ions in journals and radio speeches. On May 30, 1938, he and several 
other liberal and intellectual New York noninterventionists founded 
the Keep America Out of War Congress. Among the promoters were 
John Haynes Holmes, minister of New York’s Park Avenue Commu- 
nity Church; Harry Elmer Barnes, revisionist historian of World 
War I; Oswald Garrison Villard, former editor of the Nation; and 
Norman Thomas. Actually the idea for an antiwar organization came 
from Thomas, who had been convinced by a 1937 tour of Europe 
that war was imminent.” 

The KAOWC was not a membership organization, but was con- 
ceived as a coordinating body to integrate the work of several al- 
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ready existing peace groups.7? Its principles were more generalized 
than those of the AFC, because the KAOWC was intended as a long- 
term “watchdog” organization against all wars and for civil liber- 
ties. It was quasi-pacifistic and differed sharply with the AFC on the 
question of military preparedness. The KAOWC slogan, coined by 
Thomas at the first meeting, was: ““The maximum American cooper- 
ation for peace; the maximum isolation from war.” Its five-point 
program advocated strengthening democracy at home by defending 
civil liberties, and opposed “hysterical and unplanned armaments 
programs” and military conscription. KAOWC principles further 
supported a generous relief policy for victims of war and oppression 
and recommended asylum for political and religious refugees, re- 
sisted all forms of United States imperialism in Latin America, and 
rejected all alliances among nations for the purpose of war but 
promoted world cooperation in peaceful ventures.74 

During 1941 there was limited cooperation between the KAOWC 
and the New York chapter of the America First Committee. Flynn 
was the main link between the two groups. He became national 
chairman of the KAOWC shortly after its formation, and remained 
in that capacity until the summer of 1941. Only after the popular 
success and practical effectiveness of the NYC-AFC had far sur- 
passed the popularity and usefulness of the KAOWC did he turn 
away from the latter organization. Thomas remained the leading 
intellectual spokesman for the KAOWC, and Mary W. Hillyer man- 
aged its daily operations. Hillyer, originally from Kansas, had served 
for many years as a field secretary for the League for Industrial 
Democracy. She gained national prominence in early 1941 by mak- 
ing four antiwar speeches on national radio networks.75 

Throughout 1939-40 Flynn used the KAOWC as a platform from 
which to denounce measures such as the revision of the 1937 Neu- 
trality Act and the Destroyers-for-Bases agreement. He predicted 
that the altered Neutrality Act would lead to war because British and 
French buying power would be exhausted within two years, and the 
United States would then grant credit to these nations and become 
entangled in Europe’s war.7° He objected to the Destroyers-for-Bases 
agreement on the dual grounds that it was a step toward war and that 
the President had usurped too much power. When the agreement 
was announced Flynn called for Roosevelt’s impeachment.77 

As the presidential election of 1940 drew near, Flynn found him- 
self in a strange position. He had earlier refused a request by Oswald 
Garrison Villard that he help organize a group of liberal writers in 
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support of Republican candidate Wendell Willkie. Flynn not only 
fell back on his long-held personal vow never to serve on political 
committees, but insisted that Willkie’s stand on foreign affairs was 
little different from that of Roosevelt.7® Yet he believed he had to 
speak out against the President. On election eve, he went on the 
radio and in an address sponsored by the American Writers for 
Willkie lashed out against Roosevelt. He warned of the horrors of 
war that would follow the President’s reelection: “I am so fully 
convinced that if he is reelected he will take us into this war that I 
cannot remain silent . . . If you vote for him. . .the blood of your 
sons will be not merely upon his, but on your own hands.7® Never 
once in the talk did Flynn mention Willkie’s name. His defense of 
this unusual position was simple: “I would be against Christ him- 
self if he were running for a third term.”’®° 

It is not known for whom Flynn voted in 1940, but it is very likely 
that, as a protest of both major party candidates, he again voted for 
Thomas. Flynn was deeply distressed with the President’s reelec- 
tion. He attributed the victory to the vast sums of money at Roose- 
velt’s disposal, and to the President’s “provocative speeches” and 
ability to scare the nation into believing that Hitler would invade 
America if he defeated England.®1 

The problem of living with a powerfully resurgent Roosevelt and 
restraining him from taking the country into war began to preoccu- 
py Flynn shortly after the election, though he was “in seclusion” 
completing his book Men of Wealth for most of November 1940.8? 
He decided that the best way to provide a check on the administra- 
tion would be to found a vigorous AFC chapter in New York. At 
committee headquarters in Chicago, Stuart and other national lead- 
ers reached the same conclusion.®° 

New York City was regarded by all! participants in the Great De- 
bate of 1941 as the “interventionist capital city.”84 Flynn reported 
that in late 1940 the leading interventionist group, the Committee to 
Defend America by Aiding the Allies (the CDAAA), was conducting 
“a veritable reign of terror .. . intimidating and smearing... whoever 
lifted his voice in New York to protest against war.”’®5 The city’s large 
foreignborn population, its Park Avenue and Long Island upper 
classes who had traveled in Europe and admired England, and its 
business community with extensive international ties rendered it 
inhospitable to noninterventionists. Ironically, its very reputation as 
a prowar stronghold made New York a crucial and coveted prize for 
the AFC. Harry Schnibbe, assistant director of organization for the 
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national committee, explained: “If it [the America First movement] 
were whipped on this strategic Eastern battleground . . . it could 
have retreated into its own heart [the isolationist Midwest]; but a 
heart cannot sustain itself. America First would have collapsed and 
perished. New York was a salient point.’’®6 

During the fall of 1940 Flynn himself was unwilling to become 
chairman of a New York AFC chapter. He felt that he could make 
his greatest contribution to the noninterventionist cause through 
journalism. More important, he believed that to be effective in New 
York a committee chapter should be led by powerful and prominent 
businessmen. Already the city was heavily organized by interven- 
tionist and aid-to-Britain groups. These organizations commanded 
the support of a majority of the influential Northeastern media. To 
get a fair hearing in the “enemy territory,” Flynn reasoned, an NYC- 
AFC would have to attract strong business interests with large ad- 
vertising budgets. He knew well the inefficacy of the liberal, intel- 
lectual antiwar groups with which he had worked.87 

In truth, businessmen in New York had been, and continued to be, 
pressured into an interventionist position by the presence of a large 
number of Jewish customers in thé city and by the fact that many 
New York offices were the headquarters for national and interna- 
tional companies. One prominent officer of the Guaranty Trust Com- 
pany of New York told Robert Wood that while he agreed with the 
AFC’s principles, he would not join the committee. Such an action, 
he went on to explain, “would probably be misunderstood as [be- 
ing] unsympathetic with the dangers and privations” that the em- 
ployees of his firm’s foreign offices were experiencing.®® Another New 
York director of an internationally connected firm stopped contri- 
buting to the AFC midway through 1941. He noted that recent pub- 
lication of his name on a list of committee donors had “brought down 
criticism from stockholders and . . . the threat of an organized pro- 
test at the forthcoming stockholders’ meeting.”’8® Famous aviator 
Charles Lindbergh, after lunching one day in August 1941 with a 
group of eminent New York bankers, observed ruefully: “Like so 
many businessmen . .. they are all ready to admit that the country is 
headed toward chaos, but few of them are willing to expose their 
own positions enough to take part in opposing that which they be- 
lieve is wrong [intervention].’”’2° 

As the fall of 1940 wore on, Wood and Stuart began to urge per- 
sonal friends within the New York business community to assume 
the NYC-AFC chairmanship. Wood spoke to Robert M. Harriss, 
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wealthy cotton broker with the firm of Harriss and Vose. Harriss 
refused the post because he was chairman of a Queens County Dem- 
ocrats-for-Willkie group and did not want to jeopardize potential 
votes by spearheading a controversial cause. Curiously, he gave no 
reason why he could not accept the NYC-AFC chairmanship after 
the 1940 election.®! Stuart approached advertising executive Chester 
Bowles after telling Lindbergh that he felt Bowles was the perfect 
nominee for chairman because “he is not thought of as a Tory, he is 
extremely interested and a dynamo as far as accomplishing things.”’®? 
Bowles not only rejected the position, but requested that the AFC 
national committee state clearly in its record that he had never been 
to any policy meetings and never prepared any advertising for or 
visited the office of either the New York or the Chicago AFC head- 
quarters.®? He explained to a friend: “Unfortunately, I simply have 
to pull in my neck . .. advertising is one helluva business . . . you are 
usually more or less owned by the clients for whom you work.’’®4 

As the New York businessmen hesitated and procrastinated in 
accepting the NYC-AFC chairmanship, several people with rela- 
tively unknown connections stepped forward and offered to assume 
the leadership post. Of three such individuals who requested chap- 
ter applications from national headquarters during December 1940, 
two never bothered to complete the forms and the one who actually 
submitted an application was rejected by the AFC for having insuf- 
ficient references.®5 A fourth and rather eccentric individual, Marie 
Luhrs, was turned away because she insisted in repeated letters to 
Stuart and other Chicago leaders that she favored bribing congress- 
men into voting for the noninterventionist position. Bribery was the 
only effective means of combating Roosevelt’s “madness,” Luhrs 
claimed. “If you haven’t got the money and influence to do this,” 
she contended, “you might as well close up the committee at 
once, 6 

Two additional potential NYC-AFC leaders would have trans- 
formed the committee into a crusade against the New Deal and thus 
divided the heterogeneous following. An overture from Stanley W. 
Burke and another from George Eggleston and Douglas Stewart 
were rejected on the grounds that they could attract only wealthy 
conservatives to the committee. Burke was a New York investment 
banker who had been active since 1937 in the National Committee 
to Uphold Constitutional Government. This committee condemned 
the New Deal as being socialistic, sought to restore a strong profit 
system in America, and played a prominent role in the defeat of 
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Roosevelt’s Judicial Reorganization Bill of 1937, his Executive Re- 
organization Bill of 1938, and his attempts to purge conservatives 
from the Democratic Party in the congressional primaries of 1938.97 
Following his rejection as committee chairman, Burke did contrib- 
ute generously to the NYC-AFC, and he served as a member of the 
chapter’s sponsoring committee from July to December 1941. Eg- 
gleston and Stewart were the publishers of Scribner’s Commentator, 
a magazine known for its laissez-faire economic views and its im- 
plicit anti-Semitism.?® They continually attacked Roosevelt for al- 
legedly promoting “social democracy,” or a leveling of all class and 
economic barriers in America. When Robert D. Stuart refused the 
two publishers he explained to Lindbergh: “I do not like the tone of 
... [their] political philosophy. They think of everything in terms of 
a single pattern. ... I am sure they would bring the Social Democra- 
cy business into all of ... [the committee] work.’’29 

The attempt at organizing and leading an America First chapter in 
New York that was, to Flynn, the most undesirable came from Mer- 
win Kimball Hart. Hart, director of a fiscally conservative private 
group known as the New York State Economic Council (later named 
the National Economic Council), was a strong anti-Zionist. Flynn, 
Bowles, and Sidney Hertzberg, a well-known noninterventionist 
journalist in New York, strongly advised the AFC national head- 
quarters to veto Hart’s autumn 1940 offer to establish a committee 
chapter in the Northeast. “If Hart’s connection becomes known,” 
the three men warned, “the group will find it difficult to operate 
effectively... . Hart himself is the super superpatriotic type. He has 
been widely accused of fascist leanings . . . and is constantly being 
‘exposed.’”’0° Stuart, after meeting with Hart personally, con- 
curred in the judgment of Flynn, Bowles, and Hertzberg, and Hart 
was rejected.101 

As Flynn surveyed the several attempts at NYC-AFC organiza- 
tion, he became concerned that the entire America First reputation 
might be tarnished if responsible and competent leadership did not 
prevail in New York. Harry Schnibbe best expressed Flynn’s grow- 
ing fears by declaring that in the Northeast, “with the enemy on four 
sides, . . . it would be disastrous to experiment with generals,’’102 
Still hoping to persuade a prominent businessman to shoulder the 
NYC-AFC chairmanship, Flynn sponsored a luncheon at Town 
Hall Club on December 6, 1940. Among those present were Bruce 
Barton, advertising executive, author, and former Republican con- 
gressman from New York City, and H. Dudley Swim, banker with 
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the National Investors Corporation and later treasurer of the NYC- 
AFC. Former President Herbert Hoover was invited, but he de- 
clined on the ground that he preferred to express his noninterven- 
tionist views independently. Flynn summarized the luncheon as 
“very promising.” Six days later he held another, much larger lunch- 
eon at which General Wood spoke.!° 

Soon after the luncheons Flynn thought that he had found the 
perfect man to assume the chairmanship. Colonel Allen Pope, presi- 
dent of the First Boston Corporation of New York, had attended 
both gatherings and seemed very enthusiastic. Pope’s high degree of 
respectability and financial power, in Flynn’s view, could give the 
fledgling chapter the same kind of strength that Wood provided in 
Chicago.'°4 After a good deal of pressure from Flynn, Pope agreed 
to serve on the conditions that three officers of large New York banks 
be on the committee, and that a prominent businessman serve as 
executive secretary and be responsible for the daily affairs of manag- 
ing the group. Flynn confidently assented to Pope’s terms. The 
chapter’s sponsors already included three bank presidents: W. H. 
Bennett of Emigrant Savings, Harvey Gibson of Manufacturers’ 
Trust, and F. Abbott Goodhue of the Bank of Manhattan. Addition- 
ally, Edwin Sibley Webster, Jr., senior partner in the Wall Street 
investment firm of Kidder, Peabody and Company, had heard of 
Flynn’s plans from a mutual friend and volunteered to act as 
secretary. 15 . 

These initial successes elated Flynn, but he was soon disappoint- 
ed. During the holiday season of 1940 people began to recant their 
commitments to him. Bennett became ill and took a long vacation in 
the South, and the board of directors of the Bank of Manhattan ruled 
that the controversial nature of the America First movement might 
offend some of the bank’s depositors and refused to let Goodhue 
serve. When Pope heard of these changes he refused to become 
chairman. Although Pope denied business pressure, Flynn was un- 
convinced. “One by one,” he fulminated later, “most of those who 
had agreed to serve had to notify me that they were unable to do so 
for the same or similar reasons.’ 

Only Edwin Webster remained firm in his active nonintervention- 
ist commitment. A forty-year-old bachelor, Webster was well liked 
by most of the national AFC leadership, and in January 1941 a 
discouraged Wood termed him “an answer to [our] prayers.’’17 
Stuart viewed Webster as “an able and energetic individual . . . 
[who] is certainly enthused,” and the committee founder was per- 
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sonally convinced that the investment banker would be the real 
“sparkplug” of the NYC-AFC, surpassing even Flynn in ability and 
devotion.!°8 Lindbergh also was very favorably impressed with 
Webster, and the two remained friends for many years after the 
America First experience. When they first met in January 1941 Lind- 
bergh described the banker as “the type of man who will carry this 
country through this crisis—if it is to get through.” He saw his new 
friend as an excellent example of the “dormant” but potentially 
boundless leadership resources of the United States: Webster be- 
longed to a category of men “who will step forward to leadership 
when times become so chaotic that they can no longer continue to 
absorb themselves in their . . . [own] affairs.”’!°® At least some NYC- 
AFC leaders had a differing view of Webster, however. Ranking 
staff member Robert L. Bliss later described the banker as “difficult 
... emotionally unbalanced ... [dnd] used to getting his own way.” 
By late 1941 Flynn was also disenchanted with Webster, and the 
two men ended their association with a bitter feud.1!° 

In January 1941, however, Flynn was enthusiastic about Webster, 
but he was so impatient with the refusals of other businessmen that 
he abruptly decided himself to accept the NYC-AFC chairmanship. 
He declared to Stuart: “I have been greatly annoyed by the shocking 
timidity of business leaders here. . . . In any case, we shall wait no 
longer on these timid souls.”’!11 America First national committee 
leaders were pleased with Flynn’s decision. “The Chicago directors 
realized,” Schnibbe later affirmed, “that when they got John Flynn 
. . . they had the best.”"? In later years, Flynn never regretted 
preempting the businessmen in New York, but he did recite his first 
objection to becoming chairman himself—that his relative absence 
from the journalistic field during the Great Debate of 1941 left the 
noninterventionist position with a lack of articulate testimony. “The 
thought struck me,” he confided to Lindbergh shortly after the Pearl 
Harbor attack, “that ten or fifteen years from now when writers sit 
down to put together the sorry story of these times, our side of this 
controversy will be rather poorly represented.’”113 

As the NYC-AFC “struggled out of its swaddling clothes” in Jan- 
uary 1941, Flynn and Webster seemed to be the ideal working com- 
plements. Flynn, the liberal journalist, was also a pragmatist. He 
joined forces with the conservative Webster in order to forge the 
strongest possible barrier against intervention. Flynn had moved 
during his long career from approval to apprehension of Franklin 
Roosevelt and the New Deal. He had used the small, intellectual 
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KAOWC as a platform from which to denounce the President, but 
Roosevelt was now powerfully entrenched as the nation’s first third- 
term chief executive. Flynn saw the America First Committee, and 
especially a strong New York chapter, as the best way to curb the 
drift to war, and he knew that he needed a prominent businessman 
to broaden the appeal of the antiwar movement in the Northeast. 
The accuracy of Flynn’s practical new realization was graphically 
illustrated when one merchant told Wood that many members of the 
New York business community found it hard to respond to the jour- 
nalist: ““According to businessmen, he [Flynn] is always against 
everything and the force of his broadcasts is therefore minimized.” 
When Webster and Flynn came together, each was able to exercise 
his own unique talents. The conservative handled the details of 
managing the NYC-AFC’s hectic Manhattan headquarters, and 
undertook several high-level fundraising campaigns. The liberal 
supervised publicity and made the more substantive, intellectual 
policy decisions.!!4 For their first task in 1941 the two men had to 
concentrate on compiling a prominent sponsoring committee, se- 
curing financial contributors, and organizing a staff. 
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3 


Anatomy and Methods of the 
NYC-AFC 


As the New York chapter of the America First Committee took 
shape in the early weeks of 1941, many prominent and diverse indi- 
viduals became associated with it. Liberals and conservatives both 
were essential to the total effectiveness and appeal of the organiza- 
tion. Although generous donors came forth and the chapter was the 
richest in the nation, there was never enough money. Staff turnover 
was high, and the committee was unable to expand into the small 
towns and rural areas of the Northeast. Nevertheless, the chapter 
was the largest and most highly organized one in the America First 
movement.! The various branches of the New York organization 
were controlled as tightly as possible from Flynn’s central Manhat- 
tan headquarters: the NYC-AFC was not operated as a democracy.? 
Flynn also maintained a close and active involvement with the mul- 
tifarious publicity efforts of the chapter. 

Aside from Edwin Webster and himself, as executive secretary 
and chairman respectively, Flynn secured the services of H. Dudley 
Swim as treasurer, and Amos R. E. Pinchot and Adelaide Hooker 
Marquand as the additional members of the NYC-AFC executive 
committee. Flynn believed that a small executive committee was 
most practical because it could be called together quickly and could 
work efficiently.? The executive committee met approximately every 
two weeks and passed judgment on publicity measures, rally plans, 
and other means of implementing national committee policy in New 
York. Flynn generally took the initiative in executive committee 
proposals and dominated the group.4 
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Next to Flynn, Amos Pinchot was the most influential member of 
the NYC-AFC executive committee. Sixty-eight years old during the 
America First experience, he was the younger brother of Gifford 
Pinchot, former President Theodore Roosevelt's chief conservation- 
ist. Amos, a veteran of the Spanish-American War, was admitted to 
the bar in 1900. He disliked the everyday practice of law, however, 
and after one year as deputy assistant district attorney in New York, 
he ceased to take legal cases unless they involved a cause that 
particularly interested him. Instead, he spent his life managing 
the wealthy estates of his immediate family, and dabbling in various 
liberal crusades. He wrote several articles and portions of two books, 
and liked to refer to himself as a liberal publicist. Pinchot defined 
liberalism as a compromise between “the dignified but glacial im- 
mobility of the conservative and the dogmatic appeal of his light- 
footed brother of the left-wing.”¢ » 

Pinchot’s early beliefs about government, economy, and war were 
very similar to those of Flynn. Pinchot stated in 1914 that a “reck- 
less and thoughtless commercialism” had taken hold of the United 
States. He insisted that government should regulate railroads, natu- 
ral resources, and other monopolies as a means of restoring competi- 
tive industrial conditions and of assuring an equal chance for each 
individual. He wanted government not to level social and economic 
classes, but simply to “level opportunity. . .. Then we will have 
what is better than equality, for equality is unnatural.”? He broke 
with his former idol, Theodore Roosevelt, during 1912-14, when the 
Bull Moose Progressive candidate began to rely for advice on 
George Perkins, a Morgan partner and a director of United States 
Steel Corporation. In 1916 Pinchot labeled Roosevelt the “bellhop 
of Wall Street.” During World War I the publicist sympathized 
with the Allies but did not want the United States to enter the war. 
This nation’s defense was not threatened, he said, and commercial 
interests agitated for and finally provoked American military in- 
volvement. Pinchot served as chairman of the Union Against Milita- 
rism (predecessor of the American Civil Liberties Union), and he 
organized and directed a committee that advocated an eighty- 
percent profits tax to enable the country to avoid deficit war 
financing.® 

Pinchot and Flynn also held analogous views of the initial New 
Deal and the war scare in 1940-41. Though Pinchot had reserva- 
tions about Franklin Roosevelt in 1932, he voted for him, believing 
he would be more vigorous than Herbert Hoover in purging the 
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American economy of monopolies and restoring purely competitive 
capitalism. He stated wryly shortly before the election: “I long ago 
gave up hope of being able to vote for a presidential candidate cut 
precisely to my pattern.”1° Pinchot turned quickly against the New 
Deal with the advent of the National Recovery Administration. He 
regarded the NRA as “pure regimentation” that would strengthen 
trusts and oppressive trade associations.!! By 1938 he had concluded 
that the President was impulsive, excessively pragmatic, and dan- 
gerously unfit. “He has no compass to guide him,” Pinchot charged, 
“except a consuming desire for power.”!2 Two years later Pinchot 
was extremely depressed over what he termed the President’s “war 
salesmanship.” Roosevelt was using the war scare, he asserted, to 
“hide the tragic breakdown of an Administration which . . . has 
failed to lift the depression . . . and to serve as an excuse for breaking 
the anti-third term tradition and expanding the already immense 
powers of the President to the point of dictatorship.”3 

Nonetheless, Pinchot and Flynn differed in their ultimate assess- 
ments of the New Deal. While Flynn regarded the Roosevelt Admin- 
istration as proto-fascistic, Pinchot veered sharply to the right and 
asserted that the President was party to an international plot “bent 
on delivering the United States to socialism.”!4 By early 1937 Pin- 
chot had come to fear big government more than he had once feared 
big business, and he allied himself with conservatives to fight for 
the profit system in America. At this time, he and two conservative 
publishers, Frank Gannett and Edward A. Rumely, formed the Na- 
tional Committee to Uphold Constitutional Government. This 
group favored a strict and literal interpretation of the Constitution, 
and was influential in defeating the Judicial Reorganization Bill of 
1937, and the Executive Reorganization Bill and Roosevelt’s at- 
tempted purge of conservative Democrats in 1938.15 

By 1941 Pinchot was convinced that the President was actively 
collaborating with Communists in a plan to use war to impose col- 
lectivism on the United States. Roosevelt envisioned himself, Pin- 
chot maintained, as the future omnipotent “President of a United 
States of the World,” and was pragmatically courting international 
Communist support.!6 He warned AFC executive director Robert D. 
Stuart explicitly that “war (which is what Roosevelt wants) . . . [will] 
impoverish our people and create revolution (which is what Roose- 
velt wants).”17 Pinchot completely distrusted the President’s advis- 
ers, whom he called the “rusophile [sic] liberals . . . at 
Washington.”!® Roosevelt and his advisers, Pinchot insisted, had 
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“no desire to see the capitalist system and free enterprise survive 
....[They believe] that the establishment of a cooperative common- 
wealth is the way out.’’!® 

Pinchot regarded the America First movement as the last hope for 
the United States to continue as a reasonably free society and to 
remain at peace. He worked hard for the committee, and defended it 
staunchly. When an interventionist friend suggested that Pinchot 
had allowed his hatred of Roosevelt to “subconsciously distort” his 
judgment on the war issue, he was insulted. “Your letter,” Pinchot 
replied angrily, “is ...a rather typical example of the arguments 
being addressed against America First members. . . . Your letter is 
not an appeal to reason .. . [but] a lot of name-calling and silly 
charges.”2° Pinchot embraced the committee, he explained to anoth- 
er friend, because it sternly rejected the “frothy yet deadly megalo- 
maniacal dream . . . that America should go over the world and 
dominate it, fight its wars, write its peace .. . reform all the peoples 
of the world . .. guarantee them a millennium of justice and happi- 
ness, world without end, amen! ... No nation has ever [done 
this] . . . without losing its own integrity, its power, and its useful- 
ness to its own people and everyone else.’’21 

The conservatism and extreme antipathy for government regula- 
tion of the economy that Pinchot adopted in his later years were 
characteristic of Webster and Swim all of their lives. Both were 
investment bankers: Webster was a senior partner in the Wall Street 
firm of Kidder, Peabody and Company, and Swim was an official of 
the National Investors Corporation. Both men believed that Roose- 
velt wanted a collectivist economy, and therefore they opposed all 
that the President advocated. Very early in 1941 Webster urged that 
the AFC establish itself as a permanent organization to serve as a 
watchdog for the principles of strict constitutionalism. “What we 
are seeking to do, it seems to me,” he insisted to Stuart, “is to give 
America back to the Americans since Roosevelt has taken it away 
from them.”?? Swim recommended that the committee adopt the 
slogan “Stop Hitlerism in America” and make a point of referring to 
the Nazis as German New Dealers and to the Japanese as Asiatic 
New Dealers. These measures, he said, would have strong appeal to 
“conservatives who have been torn between war impulses and a 
dislike for Roosevelt . . . [for they would see that] we [America 
Firsters] are clearly carrying the flag for America,”23 

Swim was more prolific in his suggestions for attracting business 
support to the AFC than was Webster. The chapter treasurer also 
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advocated that the committee run a series of advertisements in the 
Wall Street Journal. These messages could be designed, he coun- 
seled, to show businessmen ways in which expansion of American 
firms allegedly was being blocked by the British, to “take the part of 
business in this ridiculous priorities fiasco . . . [and to] attack the 
uneconomic characteristics of the Excess Profits Tax.’24 With a 
ready eye for a profitable business deal, Swim further urged that no 
“open credits” be advanced to England, but that credit for arms 
purchased by Britain in this country be arranged to represent either 
payment for American purchase of English real estate in this hemi- 
sphere or loans against British-owned American securities.?5 

While Webster and Swim represented the conservative faction of 
the NYC-AFC executive committee and Pinchot served as the transi- 
tion or “swing” figure, Flynn’s liberal position was bolstered by 
Adelaide Hooker Marquand, the second wife of Pulitzer Prize- 
winning novelist John Phillips Marquand. She began her work with 
the chapter as an office volunteer. When Flynn noticed her great 
organizational ability, he quickly promoted her to a decision-mak- 
ing post.26 Very little is known of Adelaide Marquand’s beliefs with 
the exception of the fact that she deeply admired Flynn and con- 
sistently took his part in most matters of America First policy.27 
In late November 1941 she was replaced on the chapter executive 
committee by author Doris Fielding Reid, daughter of distinguished 
Johns Hopkins University geologist Harry Fielding Reid. Described 
as “level-headed, soothing . . . brimful of ideas,” Doris Reid also 
staunchly supported Flynn’s positions.?8 . 

In addition to a balanced and efficient executive committee, Flynn 
realized, the NYC-AFC needed a “dress” committee of prominent 
sponsors. Harry Schnibbe, assistant director of organization for 
the national AFC, said that the selection of an eminent and credible 
sponsoring committee was “the most vulnerable spot” in assuring 
America First acceptability in New York.2® Flynn chose carefully. 
Among those who_agreed to serve were Archibald and Theodore 
Roosevelt, Jr., sons of former President Theodore Roosevelt; Samuel 
Hopkins Adams, Academy Award-winning playwright; and William 
S. Thomas, son of Socialist Party leader Norman Thomas. The chap- 
ter sponsoring committee had a moderate turnover rate and, in gen- 
eral, reflected an increasingly liberal composition as 1941 
progressed.*° 

The liberal side of the NYC-AFC was further enhanced by many 
prominent New Yorkers who were associated with the committee in 
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an unofficial, advisory capacity. Most of these individuals were old 
friends and colleagues of Flynn from the Keep America Out of War 
Congress or the field of journalism. Many of them had been asked to 
become NYC-AFC members, but refused because of religious or 
intellectual objections to America First’s advocacy of an impregna- 
ble national defense. These people often spoke from AFC platforms 
in the New York area, signed aggregate open letters sent by the 
committee to Washington, and provided Flynn with research or re- 
search contacts. 

The most involved of these associates was Norman Thomas, who 
refused to join the AFC in late 1940 because he believed the com- 
mittee’s program “constitutes armaments economics.’’*! The Social- 
ist leader did not oppose World War II on grounds of absolute 
pacifism, but he did believe that pacifists “may be the prophets and 
pioneers of the ultimate protest.against war which will save the 
world.”’32 He was a member of the American Civil Liberties Union’s 
Committee on Conscientious Objectors, and when an NYC-AFC 
staff member proudly announced that the committee had persuaded 
a pacifist to accept military service, Thomas commented wryly: 
“This is what I should expect America First to try to do. .. . I have 
always felt that America First was .. . too prone to militarism and 
imperialism to meet my convictions.”’ He then added that, in spite of 
its faults, the AFC did “some very useful work.”3? Repeatedly dur- 
ing 1941 Flynn, Stuart, and America First national chairman Robert 
E. Wood importuned Thomas to become a member of either the 
New York chapter or the national committee, but the Socialist leader 
insisted that he could “serve our common cause best by parallel and 
friendly action.”’34 

In spite of his unwillingness to embrace the America First move- 
ment officially, Thomas shared most of Flynn’s convictions regard- 
ing the nature of the war in Europe and Roosevelt’s motives for 
intervention. “Age-old European power conflicts plus new imperial- 
ist struggles for oil, coal, spheres of influence and investment, and 
markets for exclusive trade,” Thomas charged, were the true roots of 
the Anglo-German contest. In view of their records of repression in 
India and Morocco, England and France could not honestly claim 
that they were fighting for democracy.®5 Thomas did not believe that 
Hitler could invade the United States successfully, and so he urged 
America to keep out of war, make its own democracy work, use its 
influence at the right time for the right sort of peace offensive, and 
stand ready for that degree of economic cooperation which would 
make for the stabilizing and improving of a world at peace,’’36 


52 


Any attempt by this country to spread democracy by the sword, 
Thomas insisted, would be foolhardy. “Even victory,” he declared, 
“would be accompanied, not by the achievement of noble purposes 
. but by an American or Anglo-American imperialism which 
manila perpetuate armaments, and for which fascism at home in this 
generation must be the inevitable accompaniment.” He was con- 
vinced that “it isn’t Hitler the man, but Hitlerism that is the disease. 
. Hitlerism isn’t born of the devil; it is born of a bad system. .. . 
The triumph of American Hitlerism . .. would be the probable 
consequence of our entry into total war far more probably than 
under any other circumstances.’”’37 Roosevelt, in gambling with in- 
tervention, was displaying his innate militarism and his love of 
“power for power’s sake.” The President was dangerous because he 
believed that the United States could “play God to the world.”3* 

Thomas worked in many ways to prevent American participation 
in the European war. He entered the presidential campaign of 1940 
in hopes of obtaining a strong protest vote against “war, conscrip- 
tion and other follies.” Roosevelt and Republican candidate Wen- 
dell Willkie were essentially identical, he charged, and both were 
beholden to “Wall Street and other interventionists who would 
stake everything on the preservation of the British Empire.”?® The 
Socialist candidate was very disappointed with his party’s poor 
showing at the polls, but he continued his antiwar efforts through 
the KAOWC.*° He also testified against the Lend-Lease Bill before 
both the House and Senate Foreign Relations Committees, and 
against the Draft Extension Bill before the Senate Military Affairs 
Committee. In at least one of these cases he requested and received 
aid in preparing his remarks from the AFC Washington research 
bureau. Further, he spoke at two large NYC-AFC rallies, undertook 
two college speaking tours financed and arranged by America First, 
and signed several committee letters to Congress.*! 

Another distinguished Northeastern liberal who cooperated with 
the NYC-AFC in an unofficial capacity was advertising executive 
Chester Bowles. Bowles was “sorely torn” over the intervention 
question, especially because he was “a strong believer in the Demo- 
cratic Party—and . . . particularly . . . in everything that [Franklin] 
Roosevelt has stood for, with the exception of his foreign policy.” In 
late 1940 Bowles decided in favor of the noninterventionist position 
because he believed that United States’ foremost national responsi- 
bility lay in fulfilling the New Deal’s promises “for a more abundant 
life for the average American.” He also was convinced that the Al- 
lied countries were fighting mainly to protect their colonial empires, 
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and that the United States’ rejection of the League of Nations in 
1920 indicated that “the American people were not yet ready to 
participate effectively in world affairs."42 —, 

In addition to Thomas and Bowles, other noted Northeastern 
liberals also aided the New York America First Committee as advis- 
ers and associates. Among these were KAOWC leaders Harry Elmer 
Barnes, John Haynes Holmes, Harry Emerson Fosdick, and Oswald 
Garrison Villard. Democratic Senator David I. Walsh of Massachu- 
setts, famous historian Charles A. Beard, economist and muckraker 
Stuart Chase, and author Sinclair Lewis, also acted in concert with 
the committee. Lewis’ most recent book, It Can’t Happen Here, 
outlined the possible coming of fascism to America. Although they 
were not Northeasterners, Democratic Senators Burton K. Wheeler 
of Montana and Gerald P. Nye of North Dakota were close personal 
friends of Flynn and worked closely with the NYC-AFC.*8 

If the liberal wing of the NYC-AFC was strengthened by outsid- 
ers associated with the organization, so was the conservative side 
aided by its friends. The most eminent of these was former Presi- 
dent Herbert Hoover, who lived at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in 
New York City throughout most of 1940-41. Hoover opposed inter- 
vention because he felt Roosevelt was proceeding in an unconstitu- 
tional manner against the will of Congress, and because he feared 
the postwar threat of world communism if the United States assisted 
Stalin in fighting Hitler. Hoover also was convinced that participa- 
tion in the war would “establish further centralization of authority 
amounting to practical dictatorship in the United States. .. . After 
the war .. . forces pressing for continued economic dictatorship 
would be stronger than ever.’’44 The former President made quietly 
successful financial appeals to several wealthy New Yorkers on be- 
half of the AFC, but he declined to speak at any of its rallies. Person- 
al speaking experiences, he explained, would require him to engage 
in distasteful emotional appeals.4*5 At least some NYC-AFC support- 
ers believed Hoover a liability and were pleased at his refusals to 
identify closely and publicly with the movement. Norman Thomas 
and famous aviator Charles Lindbergh were two who felt this way. 
Lindbergh reported after addressing a committee rally in September 
1941 that the “least popular portion’ of his speech consisted of a 
quotation from Hoover.*® 

In addition to Hoover, other notable Northeastern conservatives 
aided the NYC-AFC in various ways. Most prominent among these 
were Lindbergh, New York Daily News publisher Joseph Medill 
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Patterson, Republican Senators Robert A. Taft of Ohio and Charles 
Tobey of New Hampshire, and Republican Representative Hamil- 
ton Fish of Garrison, New York.47 whe 

In addition to these auxiliary supporters of the NYC-AFC who 
gave their time in speaking or in making other appeals, other promi- 
nent New Yorkers were associated with the committee as financial 
donors. The most substantial donor was Edwin Webster, who gave 
slightly over five thousand dollars to the chapter and nearly half that 
amount to the national committee.48 The brothers Lunsford and 
Henry Smith Richardson, who chaired the board and the executive 
committee, respectively, of Vick Chemical Company, were the sec- 
ond most generous contributors. Together they gave nearly as much 
as did Webster to the NYC-AFC, as well as twenty-two thousand 
dollars to the national committee.4® The America First experience 
created a bond of friendship between the Richardson brothers and 
Charles Lindbergh that lasted many years. In December 1940, when 
the three men were first introduced by General Wood, the aviator 
was elated. “The Richardsons,” he confided in his diary, “‘are... 
unusually able men, with . . . sincerity and determination. . . . Meet- 
ing them made me feel that we are at last getting the right kind of 
men on our side of the war issue. Up to the present time there has 
been too large a percentage of cranks and people with strange 
ideas.’”5° 

Nevertheless, the majority of NYC-AFC money did not come from 
wealthy donors. Approximately three-fourths of the chapter’s rev- 
enue was contributed by very average, or even poor, people.* 
Roughly seventy-five percent of the chapter’s members (nearly two 
hundred thousand people in all) were too poor to give anything at 
all, and so the movement cannot be accused of being financed or 
composed of elitists. As Ruth Sarles, official of the AFC Washington 
research bureau and later committee historian, has said: “It is a tale 
of ‘little people’ who alone were without power, who worked togeth- 
er to the end that their deep conviction against war would reach the 
ears of the men in power. >” 

The efforts of the small and large donors made the New York 
organization the richest AFC chapter in the country. It was almost 
four times as well off as the second-place one, the Chicago chapter, 
and almost half as wealthy as the national committee itself.5* Be- 
cause of its relative affluence, the NYC-AFC was classified as self- 
sustaining and was asked to contribute to the chronically struggling 
national committee treasury: At the time of the movement's 
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dissolution, the chapter also paid several thousand dollars to cover 
the debts of many other Northeastern America First units. 

In spite of its comparative wealth, the NYC-AFC never had ade- 
quate funds. Indeed, the movement’s continual poverty and the 
makeshift operations that resulted were described best by William 
Benton, vice president of the University of Chicago and leading AFC 
spokesman during 1940-41, when he said: “There are very few 
things in the twentieth century of American politics that got more 
noise for less money than the AFC.’’55 Flynn and the entire execu- 
tive committee, as well as hundreds of volunteers, served without 
pay.5 Office conditions at central Manhattan headquarters were de- 
scribed by Lindbergh as “overcrowded and poorly lighted ... hot and 
without enough ventilation. Flynn and Webster have a small office 
together with no outside windows.” Lindbergh added, however, 
that the NYC-AFC staff and volunteers carried on their work “en- 
thusiastically. ... The thing I like most about this work is the loyalty 
and spirit I find.”57 Another observer has given a similar picture of 
the dedication in spite of the poor working conditions in the chapter 
headquarters: “The office at 515 Madison Avenue... was a bedlam. 
Volunteers stayed till the early morning hours energized by a hot 
revivalist fever. Mothers stayed away from their homes, and family 
life was disrupted in [the] . . : crusade for peace.’’58 

Along with the executive committee and the many volunteers, the 
NYC-AFC retained a small paid staff. Salaries began well below the 
level that most chapter employees could earn in other endeavors, 
and as 1941 progressed and the committee threw itself into vigorous 
and expensive publicity campaigns, pay was lowered still further.5® 
For this reason, staff turnover was high. Those employees who did 
remain were typically young (under thirty-five years of age), college- 
educated with a background in journalism or publicity, and ex- 
tremely idealistic regarding the America First cause. Two such staff 
members were Robert L. Bliss and Joseph Boldt. AFC national or- 
ganization director in Chicago for six months, Bliss came to the New 
York chapter in June 1941 to serve as a special assistant for publici- 
ty. He was a young Cornell graduate who had worked for the ry. 
Walter Thompson advertising agency and later quit his job with 
New York’s PM newspaper because of that publication’s increasing- 
ly interventionist stand.© He once stated that work with the AFC 
was a moral imperative to him, and that he “let all personal affairs 


and business contacts ‘go by the boards’ in the interest of America 
Fiset. “** 
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Eastern regional field representative for the national committee 
was Joseph Boldt. A thirty-year-old reporter who had worked in the 
editorial library of the New York Times, Boldt held a master’s de- 
gree in American history from Rutgers University. His thesis was on 
the American peace movement from 1914 to 1917.62 As one of six 
field representatives for the AFC, Boldt organized new chapters 
throughout the Northeast, checked on various chapter leaders and 
policies, and acted as a general troubleshooter in area disputes. He 
maintained an office in the NYC-AFC Manhattan headquarters, and 
worked in conjunction with Flynn in supervising the New York 
chapter’s branches.®? In March 1941, even though his wife was ex- 
pecting a child, Boldt accepted a fifty-percent salary cut. “I have 
never regarded my work for the AFC as merely a job,” he explained. 
“T am doing this because I believe . . . it is the only thing worth doing 
at the present time. I want to see it all the way through.’’®4 

The NYC-AFC staff and volunteers handled the daily work load 
of answering correspondence, arranging rallies and other publicity 
techniques, and enrolling new members, while Flynn maintained 
tight personal control over policy decisions.®® He supervised the 
selection of branch officials and made them directly responsible to 
him for carrying out AFC programs. The charters of errant or defiant 
chapters were revoked. Flynn dealt with the media himself, and 
closed the chapter financial office to all save a few high committee 
officials. Further, he and Pinchot, and later Marquand and Webster, 
served as the NYC-AFC’s only active liaisons with the national com- 
mittee.®* Flynn feared that subversive, profascist, and anti-Semitic 
groups in New York would gain an influence over AFC policy if he 
did not maintain careful vigilance.®’ (In some areas—Queens and 
the Bronx, for instance—such elements did gain a foothold in Amer- 
ica First chapters and then openly refused to work with Flynn.)® 

Additional reasons for Flynn’s dictatorial methods of operating 
the NYC-AFC concerned the pace and size of the movement. Issues 
arose so quickly in the Great Debate and the chapter sprawled over 
such a vast network of people and areas, he explained, that a demo- 
cratically run organization would not be able to function.® 

All AFC chapters in New Jersey, Connecticut, Long Island, 
Westchester County, and the five boroughs of New York City techni- 
cally were under the jurisdiction of Flynn’s Manhattan headquar- 
ters. Within the larger Northeastern chapters, distinct local 
neighborhood “units” also existed. By the end of 1941, the NYC- 
AFC controlled eighty-four chapters and units, and operated twen- 
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ty-eight storefront offices. In addition to the branches which it man- 
aged directly, the NYC-AFC exercised an indirect, supervisory 
influence over the America First chapters in Massachusetts, Ver- 
mont, Maine, Pennsylvania, and Buffalo, New York (the only AFC 
chapter in upstate New York).7° 

In the Northeast the America First movement was almost exclu- 
sively urban-based: there were no counterparts to the countywide or 
“area” chapters of the rural regions of the strongly isolationist Mid- 
west. Only the heterogeneous and tolerant atmosphere of the larger 
Northeastern cities permitted a cause that was not popular with all 
segments of the population of the region to flourish at all. Several 
church and pacifistic groups dominated the antiwar movement in 
the small towns of the Northeast. These liberal groups had no mass 
appeal, but they did occupy the attention of those local leaders who 
might otherwise have formed America First chapters. When several 
upstate New York and New England cities seemed on the verge of 
starting chapters in September 1941, a disastrous and controversial 
AFC speech delivered by Charles Lindbergh at Des Moines, Iowa, 
caused them to back away.7! 

NYC-AFC chapters were general membership units: there was no 
specialized division into interest groups. Flynn tried to organize a 
special Jewish division in the early fall of 1941, in order to counter- 
act mounting charges of anti-Semitism against the committee, but 
this branch never materialized.72 A concurrent attempt to form 
Northeastern college units also failed because most administrators 
and faculty members were strongly interventionist, and defiant stu- 
dent protest movements were not common in the America First era. 
Only Stuart’s own group at Yale University persisted with a strong 
AFC chapter.7? In November Flynn and Bliss established contact 
with Thomas W. Myles, a prominent black Republican political 
worker in Harlem, with an eye to establishing a separate “colored” 
AFC organization. The proposed black division was to be “based on 
broader racial problems than just the America First point of view 
.... War jeopardizes their [blacks’] social gains” in all fields. Mind- 
ful of probable conservative opposition to such a liberally oriented 
black organization, Flynn planned the group as a somewhat clan- 
destine NYC-AFC subsidiary. There would be “no... indication to 
the public that we [the NYC-AFC] are sponsoring it.’’74 Because of 
the Pearl Harbor attack, however, plans for the division were abort- 
ed. Suggestions for separate NYC-AFC squads of high school stu- 
dents, clergymen, blue-collar workers, and veterans were also 
considered and rejected in favor of overall unity.75 
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The only group of American citizens (aside from native Nazis, 
Communists, and Bundists) barred from committee membership 
was United States servicemen on active duty. This AFC policy was 
instituted in August 1941, after a particularly bitter incident be- 
tween committee spokesman Burton K. Wheeler and Secretary of 
War Henry L. Stimson. The senator had mailed under his congres- 
sional frank one million AFC postcards to a cross section of Ameri- 
cans compiled from his own mailing lists and those of the 
Democratic national committee. When approximately four of these 
cards reached servicemen in training camps, Stimson accused 
Wheeler of “treason or near treason” in attempting to impair the 
discipline and morale of the armed forces.76 Although the mailings 
to servicemen were accidental, and Stimson apologized a few days 
later, AFC national headquarters directed all of its chapters to scru- 
tinize their lists and remove the names of men on active duty. As the 
NYC-AFC central office explained to one young draftee, the policy 
did “not mean that we subscribe to the view that a man who enters 
the armed forces gives up his rights to free speech and petition . . . 
[but] we should do nothing which might be seized upon as a pretext 
for undermining public confidence in America First.”?7 Neverthe- 
less, three months later when the commander of Lowry Field in 
Denver, Colorado, placed all AFC literature and meetings out of 
bounds to the men on his base, Flynn and several other committee 
leaders protested the order vigorously.78 

Aside from closely supervising the various branches of the NYC- 
AFC, Flynn maintained a dominant role in the committee’s publici- 
ty efforts. He advocated steady and utilitarian publicity methods, 
and eschewed singular, flamboyant projects. He delivered an aver- 
age of one public speech or radio address every five days throughout 
1941, and wrote or edited nearly all of the chapter’s literature.79 (This 
required considerable effort, as the NYC-AFC produced more ori- 
ginal literature than any other America First chapter.)®° Foremost 
among Flynn’s publicity projects was a series of pamphlets, dealing 
with the war situation and the American economy, that he prepared 
for distribution by the national committee. He also contributed the 
daily copy for the AFC portion of a New York Daily News feature 
titled “The Battle Page.” This page presented the interventionist 
and noninterventionist positions on various points of debate 
throughout 1941, and Flynn termed the outlet a “tremendous instru- 
mentality for the [America First] Committee.”*! Furthermore, he 
designed several advertisements that opposed specific Roosevelt 
measures, as well as a series of ads depicting the horror of war in 
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physical terms and in terms of the destruction of American civil 
liberties and economic freedom. One such ad, reprinted by the AFC 
in newspapers nationwide, posed the frightening thought: ““War is 
the Breeder of Isms. The Last War Brought: Communism to Russia, 
Fascism to Italy, Nazism to Germany. What Will Another War Bring 
to America?’’8? 

Independent NYC-AFC publications were supervised closely by 
Flynn. In May 1941 he began a weekly chapter newspaper entitled 
the AFC Bulletin. It was legally separate from the incorporated 
NYC-AFC, being operated by Flynn from his own personal funds. 
He started it in order to provide the committee with a running, 
current source of literature concerning local meetings and rallies, as 
well as clear statements of noninterventionist positions on the is- 
sues. He kept the newspaper separate primarily to prevent the post 
office, which delivered it to subscribers, from gaining legal access to 
America First membership files. An additional reason was his desire 
to keep the publication away from all jurisdiction or influence of 
Webster and Swim, whom Flynn had come to distrust. By the end of 
1941, the AFC Bulletin boasted subscribers from committee chap- 
ters as far away as Arizona.®3 Another small antiwar weekly, Uncen- 
sored, was published by the NYC-AFC. This liberal sheet had been 
founded by the KAOWC, but was adopted by the New York America 
First chapter early in 1941. Its purpose, Flynn explained, was “to 
call attention to the activities of all kinds of persons designed to 
involve the United States in the European war.”84 In September 
1941 the NYC-AFC published the book We Testify, a compilation of 
statements defending the noninterventionist position by public fig- 
ures including Flynn, Pinchot, Lindbergh, Thomas, Hoover, and 
others.®5 

Prominent NYC-AFC leaders and associates contributed to the 
chapter’s publicity effort in various other ways. Lindbergh, Pinchot, 
and Thomas published several journal articles and delivered numer- 
ous public speeches.8* Hoover offered six radio speeches in which 
he independently espoused the noninterventionist cause. Even 
Chester Bowles published an article, in which, without mentioning 
the AFC, he argued against American intervention in the European 
conflict because it would weaken this country’s power to aid inter- 
national understanding and collaboration after the peace treaty. He 
looked forward to a strong postwar international federation, and 
concluded: “The trouble with the Isolationists is their belief that we 
can afford to ignore the world and build our civilization behind a 
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barricade of armaments. The trouble with the Interventionists is 
their belief that we can establish world democracy with the 
sword.,’’87 » @ 

Less famous NYC-AFC supporters aided the chapter’s publicity 
drive in many ways. One New Yorker, Reidy Reid, wrote a song 
entitled “America First, Last and Always,” which was adopted by 
the AFC national committee as the movement’s official song.88 Pro- 
fessors Edward Reisner of Columbia University and William Orton 
of Smith College, as well as Oswald Garrison Villard, addressed a 
series of foreign policy forums that Flynn arranged at New York’s 
Town Hall in the autumn of 1941. This lecture series was intended 
to bring dispassionate scholarship to a time of extreme controversy, 
but the speakers did not pretend to be neutral on the intervention 
issue. Orton told his audience: “The war party has completely 
failed, after two years’ trying, to convince the country of the necessi- 
ty of America’s active entry .. . into the European War, so now it is 
falling back upon a fake slogan of ‘unity.’ ”’8® Several young NYC- 
AFC volunteers also gave their time and talents as “street speakers.” 
They held impromptu sessions from stepladders on Manhattan 
streetcorners from Greenwich Village to 111th Street every week- 
night from April until September. They were quite successful and 
popular, and sometimes gathered huge crowds and even converted 
persistent and annoying hecklers to their cause.® 

The NYC-AFC participated in innumerable other publicity-gen- 
erating devices. Window-display contests among the chapter 
branches, pins, buttons, auto-bumper stickers, posters, and bill- 
boards were utilized. Flynn’s favorite sign, a huge one painted atop 
the La Resista Corset Company in Bridgeport, Connecticut, read: 
“Stand Up for America First!’’®4 

Cartoons were supplied in syndicated form by John T. McCutch- 
eon, an artist with the Chicago Tribune. McCutcheon’s most popu- 
Jar caricatures in New York were variations on a theme that depicted 
World War II as a seductive young woman and Uncle Sam as a blind 
old man flirting with her while she prepared his coffin.9? The NYC- 
AFC also cooperated in promoting and showing locally two short 
national committee films, Which Way, America? and We Will Stay 
Out of War.*8 

Prevalent committee slogans included: “The Path to War Is a 
False Path to Freedom’’; ““Let’s Keep Democracy at Home, Not Lose 
It Abroad”; “A Telegram a Day Keeps War Away’; and “This Is a 
Park Avenue War.” After Roosevelt denounced Lindbergh as a 
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“copperhead” (defeatist) in April 1941, NYC-AFC members defend- 
ed the aviator with the slogan “Show Your Mettle!”’ In August, how- 
ever, the chapter rebelled against a national committee slogan that 
proclaimed “National Defense at Any Expense but Keep Our Boys 
at Home.” Flynn believed that the committee should launch an 
attack against the great financial waste perpetrated by the cost-plus 
method of defense contracting. If such an assault were undertaken, 
he reasoned, this slogan would be incongruous. 

Aside from the various publicity projects, Flynn emphasized only 
one other tactic in the battle against intervention. He constantly 
urged America Firsters to telegraph and write Roosevelt and mem- 
bers of Congress to express objection to the President’s several for- 
eign policy bills and actions. Flynn believed that Roosevelt, as a 
politician, could be diverted from his warlike policies only if he 
were shown by public opinion that he would have to take the conse- 
quences for his actions “‘on his chin. . . . That chin is extremely 
sensitive to public opinion.’’®5 Secondly, Flynn was convinced that 
a barrage of noninterventionist letters to Congress would embolden 
that body into asserting its constitutional rights before growing 
presidential usurpation of power. He distributed widely a 1940 arti- 
cle by NYC-AFC supporter and former Republican congressman 
Bruce Barton, entitled “How to Write Your Congressman,” and he 
urged the various NYC-AFC branches to hold contests on the vol- 
ume of mail sent to Washington. 

Despite the ongoing publicity and mail efforts, the NYC-AFC 
membership grew restive and advocated more glamorous public 
relations techniques. Many noninterventionists wrote to Flynn 
complaining that the committee had too few positive and aggressive 
goals, and saying that the constant role of opposing Roosevelt’s 
initiatives gave the movement the image of being “down with 
everything.”®? Wrote one woman: “I am almost crazy... . Some- 
thing very violent and vigorous has to be done.” New York 
America Firsters inundated the chapter offices with suggestions for 
special projects that would galvanize interest in the cause and seize 
the offensive from the President. The Five Towns, Long Island, 
chapter conducted a special project called “Your Books for Your 
Boys,” in which volumes on self-taught mechanics and other sub- 
jects of interest to young draftees were sent to army and navy train- 
ing camps. The undertaking was meant to enhance the good name of 
the America First movement.®® Several chapters in Connecticut and 
Massachusetts also ran booths at county and state fairs during 1941, 
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and plans for a large display at the New York State Fair were well 
under way when the NYC-AFC was refused space at the last 
minute, 10° -. 

To assuage the membership’s pleas, Flynn acquiesced in a few 
dramatic measures. Most notable among the gala events were the six 
giant rallies held by the entire NYC-AFC organization. The largest 
of these, held in Madison Square Garden in October 1941, attracted 
nearly fifty thousand people. While Flynn at first agreed that the 
huge meetings were useful in promoting chapter growth, he increas- 
ingly favored quieter and more sophisticated endeavors. How- 
ever, he did allow the New York chapter to participate in the 
nationwide America First campaign to persuade Congress to require 
a national advisory referendum before passing a war declaration. 
Nevertheless, he confided to Norman Thomas that he did not have 
much faith in the referendum idea: “The trouble is that war declara- 
tions ... are... formal affairs. The whole [propaganda] job of 
getting a democratic country into war is done long before the refer- 
endum is held.”!©? During the summer of 1941 Flynn became im- 
mersed in a special investigation of principal spokesmen and 
backers of the American interventionist movement, and ina series of 
special public opinion polls funded by the NYC-AFC.1% He also 
agreed verbally and secretly to direct America First branch and 
chapter chairmen in the Northeast to undertake a clandestine pro- 
gram of writing letters to England. The letters would urge British 
subjects to demand that their government negotiate a peace settle- 
ment with Germany. Because of the extreme criticism that this en- 
deavor, had it become public, would have brought to the AFC, no 
written records were kept to indicate whether the plan actually was 
implemented. 

By far the most often suggested idea of New York America First- 
ers for a glamorous event was that of a massive march on Washing- 
ton. Joseph Boldt told Stuart in May that on the Eastern seaboard 
the idea of a march was so popular that “‘people are virtually ready 
to rise spontaneously and go.’”’!°5 Kathryn Holmes, head of the NYC- 
AFC branch at 111 Broadway, Manhattan, explained: “Perhaps it is 
the idea of ‘ACTION’ —whatever it is—nothing we hear discussed has 
more appeal.” Flynn thoroughly opposed the idea. Spectacular 
projects, he believed, were not nearly as effective in the long run as 
simple, steady, utilitarian publicity methods. A large mass of people 
in already overcrowded Washington might easily become disorderly 
and bring discredit to the America First movement. He counseled 
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Henry Christ, chairman of the Queens AFC chapter and a persistent 
advocate of the march, that the poorest America First organizations 
in the country were those with “small but excitable memberships 
who clamor constantly for dramatic action like impeachment of 
FDR, marches, motorcades, etc.; actions which get no results what- 
ever and frequently lead to the most unfortunate incidents.’”107 

In addition to the idea of a march on Washington, several other 
special projects were proposed that Flynn vetoed. Among the 
suggestions were a “peace train’ whereby a different local NYC- 
AFC unit would send a trainload of people to lobby in Congress 
every week, a “Bundles for America” charity that would parody the 
“Bundles for Britain” activities of the interventionists, a systematic 
letter-writing campaign to Northeastern newspapers by chapter staff 
members using pseudonyms, and a “peace petition” crusade al- 
ready begun by John Haynes Holmes and the KAOWC. 198 

In prohibiting each of these special undertakings, Flynn voiced 
his belief that the NYC-AFC’s energies would be needlessly drawn 
away from more constructive and concrete endeavors. The America 
First movement, he knew, had urgent and difficult business in 
countering each of the rapid foreign policy initiatives of the Roose- 
velt Administration, and in simply holding itself together. The com- 
mittee in New York was a heterogeneous blend of liberals and 
conservatives. It was beset by financial worries, fears of subversives, 
and many other problems attendant upon rapid growth. Flynn kept 
tight personal control of the sprawling chapter, both administrative- 
ly and in terms of the committee’s primary publicity functions. Ever 
the pragmatist, Flynn realized the importance of firm direction and 
coordinated efforts in the quick succession of battles over issues in 
the Great Debate of 1941. 
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Lend-Lease: 
A Test of Strength 


The first important test of strength and viability for America 
First’s New York chapter as an agent of the noninterventionist 
cause came quickly, in the battle over President Roosevelt’s Lend- 
Lease bill. This struggle brought the chapter to life, provided a 
temporary raison détre, and then almost killed the young organiza- 
tion. The NYC-AFC employed an essentially defensive, rearguard 
strategy as it fought to establish itself, as well as to overcome the 
President’s popularity in the minds of Northeastern citizens and 
congressmen. When the Lend-Lease bill became law in mid-March 
1941, the entire America First movement entered a period of intense 
gloom. Nevertheless, it quickly rebounded with a series of success- 
ful public relations overtures, and it was able to enter the spring in 
an optimistic fighting mood. 

The Lend-Lease drama began while the NYC-AFC was in its ear- 
liest formative stage. On December 8, 1940, Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill of England wrote to Roosevelt and warned him that Bri- 
tain’s ability to pay cash for arms purchased in the United States, as 
required by the Neutrality Act of 1939, was almost exhausted.1 When 
the President introduced Churchill’s letter in a cabinet meeting on 
December 19, Secretary of War Henry Stimson urged an immediate 
plunge into the European war. Roosevelt, however, chose to pro- 
ceed more slowly.2 Ten days later, he made his famous “arsenal of 
democracy” statement in a fireside chat to the American people. At 
that time he carefully and explicitly laid the foundation for the basic 
position he would hold throughout 1941; America’s fate, he asserted, 
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was tied inextricably to that of England. “If Great Britain goes 
down,” the President warned, “the Axis powers will control the con- 
tinents of Europe, Asia, Africa, Australia, and the high seas—and 
they will be in a position to bring enormous military and naval 
resources against this hemisphere. It is no exaggeration to say that 
all of us in the Americas would be living at the point of a gun... 
with explosive bullets, economic as well as military.” 

The Lend-Lease bill itself, formally proposed by Roosevelt to 
Congress on January 6, 1941, was promoted as a measure for peace. 
The bill authorized the President to sell, lease, lend, or transfer the 
title of any defense article to any country whose defense he deemed 
vital to that of the United States.4 In his December 29 talk, Roosevelt 
maintained that the sole purpose of his national policy was “to keep 
war away from our country and .. . our people.”> His proposal to 
Congress was bolstered by the famous garden hose analogy. He 
likened the loan of armaments to.England in wartime to the loan of 
a garden hose to a neighbor whose house was burning. Common 
sense in preventing the neighbor’s fire from spreading to our house, 
the President asserted, should dictate the bill’s passage. He also 
allegedly vowed in private that he wanted the bill passed only in 
order to enable England “to negotiate a better peace than she could 
otherwise obtain — ‘a sixty-percent peace instead of a forty-percent 
peace.’ ” He had no intention, reportedly, of using the bill to push 
the United States into war.7 In addition to Roosevelt’s peaceful 
avowals, Stimson termed the Lend-Lease bill “‘about the last call to 
lunch to carry out by nonviolent efforts the defense of our country.’’® 

In spite of reassurances that the bill was meant to promote peace, 
the America First Committee was unconvinced. It was sure that 
Lend-Lease would lead to dictatorship and war. The proposal 
threatened the constitutional guarantee of liberty through separa- 
tion of powers, the committee maintained, by conferring enormous 
power on the President in the areas of war-making and defense 
appropriations. By virtually extending credit to belligerent Eng- 
land, the AFC warned, Lend-Lease would start the same inevitable 
progression to war that had ensnared President Wilson in 1916-17, 
and could raise the national debt so high that severe economic con- 
trols and possibly totalitarianism would be necessary after the war. 
For these reasons, America First literature and spokesmen consis- 
tently referred to the measure as “the war-dictatorship bill.” The 
official national committee statement charged: “The tragic irony of 
this bill is that it seeks to protect democracy by abandoning democ- 
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racy.”® John Flynn assailed Lend-Lease as “an outright act of war ... 
undeclared war.’’!° Additional AFC objections to the bill were based 
on the beliefs that England was not truly broke but that clever Bri- 
tish propagandists were foisting the measure on a generous but gulli- 
ble United States, and that America’s navy would be spread over 
too wide an area to ensure adequate defense at home." 

The strong antipathy of many New York noninterventionists to- 
ward Lend-Lease erupted into rapid activity almost immediately 
after the President proposed the bill to Congress. Flynn, hearing of 
Roosevelt’s speech, hastily agreed to accept the NYC-AFC chair- 
manship.'* Countless area citizens, after hearing a radio rebuttal to 
the President by former Progressive Governor of Wisconsin Philip 
La Follette, wrote enthusiastic letters expressing their desire to join 
the antiwar crusade.!* La Follette, in his address entitled “The Doc- 
trine of Fear,” castigated Roosevelt for having no faith that the 
United States could “stand on her own feet. . . [for] whimpering 
constantly that Hitler . . . can lick us whenever he gets around to 
it... that we must hide in the shadows of the British Empire .. . 
[and] thumb a ride on the British fleet.” The Progressive also 
mocked the President’s garden-hose analogy, taunting that ““no man 
of good sense would burn his own house to the ground because his 
neighbor's fire might spread to his house.’”!4 Within ten days of the 
two speeches, NYC-AFC executive secretary Edwin Webster, Jr., 
reported that “enthusiasm around New York [for the AFC] is build- 
ing up,” and Eastern regional field representative Joseph Boldt con- 
firmed that ‘offers to help are coming in fast.”5 A few days later 
Louis Timmerman, a wealthy business friend of Webster, donated 
rent-free offices to the NYC-AFC for the duration of the Lend-Lease 
fight.16 By January 29, a visitor from Chicago headquarters was able 
to relay excitedly to national chairman Robert E. Wood that the 
NYC-AFC was “areal going concern.”!7 

With office and organizational procedures barely established, 
Flynn threw himself into the Lend-Lease contest, and he and the 
New York chapter made significant and unique contributions to the 
overall America First fight. NYC-AFC executive committee member 
Amos Pinchot, famous aviator Charles Lindbergh, Socialist leader 
Norman Thomas and historian Charles Beard all testified against the 
bill at the congressional committee hearings. Beard castigated Lend- 
Lease by claiming that it would “subject all labor energies and all 
wealth of the United States to the President’s personal orders issued 
at his discretion.” 18 Most significant, however, was Flynn’s presen- 
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tation to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee of a set of figures 
disputing Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau’s testimo- 
ny. Morgenthau had refused to be drawn into a debate on the merits 
of the bill but, using figures supplied by the British government 
arranged in tables by himself, added considerable strength to the 
Lend-Lease cause by telling the Senate committee: “The Brit- 
ish just haven’t got the dollars to finance their purchases in this 
country.” Flynn, employing Morgenthau’s own figures dealing with 
the estimated expenditures and receipts for the British Empire dur- 
ing the fiscal year of January 1, 1941-January 1, 1942, reached a 
very different conclusion. He estimated Britain’s deficit to be only 
approximately one-half of a billion dollars, whereas Morgenthau 
had adjudged a figure of three times that amount.!9 

Flynn further attacked Morgenthau’s conclusion regarding other 
types of British assets. He asserted that the English government pos- 
sessed, outside the United States, enormous investments that could 
be converted readily to dollars. Morgenthau had told the Senate 
committee that these investments were virtually worthless, since 
they would have to be sold first in the foreign nations in which they 
were held, and that it would be impossible to exchange these foreign 
currencies for dollars. Flynn concluded that the English financial 
picture was not bleak or desperate at all. Britain was attempting to 
make it appear so, he charged, in order to draw the credulous United 
States closer to war participation. He also castigated Morgenthau 
harshly, calling the secretary an accomplice of the British propa- 
gandists. The whole tenor of Morgenthau’s remarks, Flynn main- 
tained, left no doubt that “the Secretary was completely under the 
dominion of a desire not to throw light on this subject . . .but to 
make as strong a case as possible for the British Empire.’’2° 

Flynn then argued, in an NYC-AFC pamphlet entitled “The Ef- 
fect of the Lend-Lease Bill on the American Merchant Marine,” that 
England was attempting to deceive the United States with regard to 
shipping capabilities. He asserted that Britain had many ships that 
could be pressed into military service but that currently were en- 
gaged in commercial trading in neutral zones. Yet England was 
asking for the loan or lease of American vessels at a time when the 
United States was dependent on other nations for transport of all but 
one-fourth of its foreign trade. Flynn concluded that Britain could 
have but two motives for such a course: an unwillingness to suffer 
undue financial hardship during the war, and a desire to create a 
crucial American stake in an English victory.?! 
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Flynn launched numerous other efforts against the Lend-Lease 
bill. He designed the NYC-AFC’s first advertisement, entitled “Is It 
to Be War?” for publication in the New York Times of January 28, 
1941. Further Flynn contributions included an open letter to Roose- 
velt that eventually was signed by thirty-eight prominent New York- 
ers, a vivid pamphlet called “War, What Is It?” and numerous 
public speeches and debates.2? He sarcastically told the Keep Amer- 
ica Out of War Congress that because of the vast defense industries 
the bill would support, Lend-Lease should be renamed “An Act to 
Promote the Welfare and End Poverty and Economic Insecurity in 
the United States.”23 Together with Montana Senator Burton K. 
Wheeler, Flynn debated two pro-Lend-Lease spokesmen, Okla- 
homa Senator Josh Lee and Louisville Courier editor Herbert Agar, 
on “American Forum of the Air.” During this broadcast, Wheeler 
made the most famous statement of the entire Lend-Lease contro- 
versy. Referring satirically to the Agricultural Adjustment Act’s ear- 
ly program, he called Lend-Lease “the New Deal’s triple-A foreign 
policy; it will plow under every fourth American boy!’24 Shortly 
afterward, Roosevelt angrily termed Wheeler's comment “the most 
untruthful ... most dastardly . . . rottenest thing that has been said 
in public life in my generation!”’25 

Amos Pinchot entered the Lend-Lease fray with the first of his 
well-known open letters to the President. Emphasizing the enor- 
mous grants of executive power contained in the bill, Pinchot con- 
tended that the British Parliament, even though Britain was under 
immediate and deadly attack by Hitler, would never grant such 
sweeping power to Churchill. If the British Prime Minister even 
dared to ask for such power, Pinchot maintained, he would be 
“compelled to leave the House of Commons through aisles of jeer- 
ing and indignant men.” Pinchot concluded by insisting that Lend- 
Lease was an “unnecessary, un-American, and thoroughly vicious 
measure [that will] .. . drive this nation into a foreign war.’’6 

The NYC-AFC held the first of its six large rallies, jointly with the 
KAOWG, to protest the Lend-Lease bill. Senators Wheeler and Nye, 
as well as Norman Thomas, Flynn, and liberal New York journalist 
Dorothy Dunbar Bromley, addressed the February 20 gathering, 
and all speakers stressed the theme of strict constitutionalism. 
Wheeler colorfully paraphrased Roosevelt’s 1935 comment made 
when the Supreme Court struck down the National Recovery Act, by 
stating that the Lend-Lease bill ignored “the Constitution as some- 
thing out of the horse and buggy days!”’27 
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Despite their energetic fight, NYC-AFC leaders were discouraged 
throughout the Lend-Lease battle. New York Daily News publisher 
Joseph Patterson confided to Wood his belief that even the bill’s 
defeat “would not greatly impede our drift to war. It seems to be our 
dark destiny.”28 In early January Lindbergh privately admitted that 
he thought noninterventionists were losing ground: “The pall of 
war seems to hang over us. More and more people are simply giving 
in to it. Many say we are as good as in already.”® Six weeks later, as 
the Lend-Lease bill neared passage, he was so depressed over the 
likelihood of war that “life and spark were gone” from his favorite 
pastimes.2° Flynn, after a February trip to Washington to examine 
the Lend-Lease bill’s chances, reported that there was no hope of 
defeating it. The AFC’s course, he counseled, should be directed at 
drawing out the hearings as long as possible in order to gain time to 
educate the public to the measure’s warlike potentiality, work for 
some modifying amendments, artd then concentrate in the home 
districts of a few undecided congressmen in hope of making the 
vote as close as possible.*! 

The fears of New York’s leading noninterventionists that war was 
very near and that Lend-Lease was unbeatable were reinforced by 
several events which occurred inside the country. While the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee was conducting its hearings on the bill, 
Roosevelt lifted the “moral embargo” on the export of airplanes and 
airplane equipment to the Soviet Union, in order to help that country 
resist a possible German invasion.32 On January 29 the Scripps- 
Howard newspaper chain revealed that the War Department had just 
ordered four and one-half million medical tags of the type used to 
identify men killed or wounded in action.2* Republican Wendell 
Willkie, only three months after losing the 1940 presidential election 
to Roosevelt, told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings 
on Lend-Lease that his former opposition to the President’s foreign 
policy had been “just a bit of campaign oratory.”’34 Both the Roose- 
velt Administration and the English were so confident of the bill’s 
passage that in early February British ambassador Lord Halifax dis- 
cussed its timetable of passage through Congress with Walter 
George and Sol Bloom, respective chairmen of the Senate and 
House Foreign Affairs Committees. As a result of these conversa- 
tions, AFC executive director Robert D. Stuart sent a telegram to 
Roosevelt protesting Halifax’s “improper attempt to influence the 
legislative process of the United States.’’35 

The major public opinion polls of the day revealed that a majority 
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of the American people also supported the Lend-Lease bill, but that 
many voters were either uninterested or confused. A January Gallup 
poll taken on the substance of the bill but without the name attached 
showed an approval rate of sixty-eight percent. Throughout the re- 
maining period until the measure became law on March 11, the 
approval rate on the specific Lend-Lease proposal itself hovered 
between fifty-four and fifty-eight percent. However, the disapproval 
rate never rose above twenty-seven percent, and only thirty-one per- 
cent of the people believed that the bill’s passage would result in 
sending an American army to fight abroad.3* A mid-February Gallup 
poll indicated that if the measure passed, fifty-six percent of the 
American people would prefer to see its sweeping grants of execu- 
tive power restricted to a limited time period, and not given for the 
duration of the European war.37 

The opinion expressed in this last poll was translated into law 
when an amendment limiting the original grant of power to two 
years was added to the Lend-Lease Act. Additional amendments 
stated that nothing in the measure should be construed to allow 
American naval convoying of arms, to authorize United States ships 
to violate the Neutrality Act by entering combat zones, or to change 
existing law relating to the use of this nation’s armed forces outside 
the western hemisphere. These last three clauses, known as the no- 
convoy, neutrality, and no-AEF (American Expeditionary Force) 
amendments, were often regarded as meaningless as far as legal 
effect was concerned. They did not specifically prohibit the Presi- 
dent from doing anything that other laws did not already disallow. 
However, they did constitute what Ruth Sarles, official in the AFC 
Washington research bureau and later committee historian, termed 
“an expression of congressional intention in response to public de- 
mand.” At the time they were passed, Sarles contended, “they were 
so understood ... by both proponents and opponents of the bill.’’38 

The passage of Lend-Lease plunged the entire AFC into a deep 
gloom and nearly ruined the fledgling New York chapter. As Ruth 
Sarles later described the situation, America Firsters entered a “blue 
funk,” and even General Wood considered resigning.3® The NYC- 
AFC lost its rent-free office space, since the businessman who had 
donated it felt that the noninterventionist cause was finished. The 
wealthy Richardson brothers of Vick Chemical Company, whose 
financial support was crucial to both the New York chapter and the 
AFC national committee, wrote Wood to say that they were not sure 
they wanted to contribute further. They now believed that national 
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unity was needed to carry out the Lend-Lease policy.#° University 
of Chicago vice president and leading America First spokesman 
William Benton, a friend of the Richardsons, reported that the 
brothers were under extreme social pressure,from several of their 
prominent friends who felt that the antiwar position was now so 
impractical that it was foolish to “even discuss the subject.’’41 Web- 
ster and Boldt both confirmed the fact that fundraising was nearly 
impossible in New York, as most people were sure that the AFC 
would soon disband.*” 

The badly wounded committee received a near fatal blow two 
days after Lend-Lease became law. Herbert Agar, speaking at Bos- 
ton University, vindicated America First’s deepest fears concerning 
the new statute. A strong interventionist, Agar asserted that there 
had been too much “lying” by the supporters of Lend-Lease in 
Congress and in the press. “Senator Wheeler,” the militant editor 
proclaimed, “has denounced the measure as not a bill to keep Amer- 
ica out of war but a bill to enable the President to fight an undeclared 
war on Germany. That is precisely what it is!’’43 

The AFC national committee met in mid-March to consider its 
precarious situation in light of the Lend-Lease Act. Dissolution of 
America First was a real possibility. Flynn, Pinchot, and others, 
however, strongly favored persevering. They reasoned that many 
congressmen and a large segment of the public misunderstood the 
true intentions of the new statute. A massive public relations of- 
fensive that would explain to the country the law’s dangers, as well 
as the overall noninterventionist philosophy, was needed. “To what- 
ever extent we fail to prove our point . . . at this time,” Joseph Boldt 
had contended shortly before the bill passed, “it will not be be- 
cause the principle on which we urge our point is [wrong] . . . but 
because we have not yet succeeded in dispelling the mists of con- 
fusion skillfully spread by the Administration.’’44 Webster agreed: 
“Our job is obviously . . . to educate the public.”45 After hearing 
similar arguments during a long and emotional meeting, the na- 
tional committee voted unanimously to continue the antiwar cru- 
sade with “redoubled vigor.’’46 

The initial post-Lend-Lease public relations campaign sponsored 
by the AFC was a flurry of speaking tours by committee leaders. 
Flynn moved quickly. He began his tour with a radio address the 
night after the national committee resolved to fight on. He delivered 
a sweepingly optimistic speech that credited the America First 
movement with securing the Lend-Lease Act’s amendments, and 
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depicted these clauses as crucial noninterventionist bulwarks. “We 
therefore have been able to stop the march to war for the moment,” 
he boasted. “The Administration was all set to railroad it through. 
But the AFC and the KAOWC went out before the American people 
and told them what was afoot in Washington.’’47 Boldt used Flynn’s 
address as a vehicle to inspire the sagging morale of America First 
chapters throughout the Northeast. The New York chapter chairman, 
Boldt maintained, had served “powerful and moving . . . notice 
that the AFC has just begun to fight.” The Eastern field repre- 
sentative also insisted that committee efforts had made the Lend- 
Lease Act “a far less dangerous measure than it otherwise would 
have been.’’48 Shortly thereafter, Lindbergh, Philip La Follette, Sen- 
ators Wheeler and Nye, Congressman Hamilton Fish, and several 
other America Firsters left on cross-country speaking tours.*® 

A principal theme stressed by AFC orators on their spring tours 
was the message that steps “short of war” would surely lead to war. 
Flynn was convinced that Roosevelt well understood the 1916-17 
American progression to war, and that he was attempting to repeat 
the process. There were “three fatal steps,” the New York chapter 
chairman derisively told a Springfield, Massachusetts, America 
First rally: ““Aid ‘short of war,’ then war ‘short of men,’ and finally 
men short of lives and America short of democracy ... and peace.’’®° 
When, in a late March address, the President expressed an American 
determination to use “all our resources” to help defeat Hitler, and 
referred to the passage of Lend-Lease as an indication that the 
“plain people” of the country had affirmed that determination, 
Flynn was incensed.*! Roosevelt’s statement seemed to Flynn to be 
a giant conceptual leap from the specific, expressed powers and 
intentions of the bill. He was sure that the President and his sup- 
porters, whom Flynn consistently termed “the War Party,” were 
trying to use the new statute as a pretext to “make the American 
people believe that we are [already] in the war. . .. But we can say 
with relief that we are not... and that any attempt to make the 
people believe so is a deception.’’5” 

The idea that Roosevelt was cunningly easing the United States 
into war through a series of tricky steps proved to be a motif in AFC 
thinking throughout 1941. In October Flynn tabulated the Presi- 
dent’s initiatives of the year and concluded that Roosevelt had pur- 
sued a “step-by-step plan of painting black things white . . . [of] 
fooling . . . and deceiving the American people by steps ‘short of 
war.’ 53 At least one historian has averred that America First’s em- 
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phasis on describing all administration moves, however disguised, 
as deliberate attempts to embroil this nation in the European war 
was a distortion of the Great Debate.54 Nevertheless, in the AFC 
view there was only one 1941 issue, that of peace or war, and it was a 
distortion to confuse this one issue with discussions of bills and 
actions that were designed, in Flynn’s words, as “trickery [and] 
subterfuge to befuddle the public mind.”*5 

A second major theme of the America First spring speaking tours 
concerned the President’s 1940 campaign peace promises. Commit- 
tee spokesmen, convinced that these pledges had been meaningless 
expedients to Roosevelt, determined to echo them until they became 
a great embarrassment to the President. One campaign vow in par- 
ticular, delivered by Roosevelt to the fathers and mothers of Boston 
less than two weeks before the election, was emphasized: “I give 
you one more assurance. I have said this before, but I shall say it 
again and again and again. Your boys are not going to be sent into 
any foreign wars.”5* Flynn recorded several of the President’s peace 
pledges and played them to enthusiastically jeering crowds at AFC 
rallies across the country. The New York chapter chairman would 
always quip that Roosevelt “sounds just like Lindbergh!” (or Wood 
or Stuart or the local America First chapter chairman). The speakers’ 
bureaus of the NYC-AFC and the national committee also compiled 
lists of antiwar pledges made in earlier years by interventionist sen- 
ators, representatives, cabinet officers, and prominent local officials. 
These vows were then recited at the appropriate home areas along 
the America First speaking route.57 

The NYC-AFC leader most upset by Roosevelt’s broken pledges 
was Amos Pinchot. He joked in May that the President had been 
indulging in a six-month orgy of “promise-eating,” and that White 
House chefs were kept busy inventing palatable new ways to serve 
digestible promises. Roosevelt successfully consumed promises 
“fried, broiled, fricasseed, and ala mode,” but he loved “a la king” 
promises the best, Pinchot laughed.®8 Despite his kidding, however, 
Pinchot was deeply worried about the promise-eating. The idea of 
electing a man on the basis of his personality, rather than on a set of 
specific principles, was, to him, “unadulterated Hitlerism” and a 
denial of the underlying concept of democracy.5® Lack of accounta- 
bility by the nation’s chief executive, he believed, was simply the 
first of many American liberties that would become casualties of 
war: “Thus already,” he asserted to Lindbergh, “‘under the shadow 
of war .. . Berlin is converting Washington to its doctrines.’’®° Pin- 
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chot extended his concern with broken pledges to Roosevelt’s cabi- 
net officers and spokesmen. He harshly castigated Secretary of the 
Navy Frank Knox for a warlike June speech. The address, Pinchot 
charged, “‘said in effect to the world. . . . ‘We, the Roosevelt Admin- 
istration, hereby [announce that] . .. when we make a promise, it 
should not be taken more seriously than the promises of the dicta- 
tors,” ’”61 

Apparently the America First barrage of attacks on the promise- 
eaters was effective. Lindbergh confided in late May that he be- 
lieved that the American people were beginning to realize that “a 
Roosevelt promise is not to be relied upon, and that what he says 
one month is often the reverse of what he says the next.’”’6? Eleanor 
Roosevelt was concerned enough about the AFC charges to respond 
to them. In early November 1941 she wrote to the New York Daily 
News, the leading noninterventionist newspaper in New York, to 
say that she felt her husband was justified in breaking his 1940 
pledges. She explained that America Firsters failed to acknowledge 
that the President had added the phrase “except in case of attack” to 
his promises, and that threats to United States interests in any part 
of the world could be construed as indirect “attacks.” Such “at- 
tacks’’ released Roosevelt from the moral bind of his vows. Joseph 
Patterson scoffed at the First Lady’s logic as “a devious and spe- 
cious explanation which does not explain.”® 

The AFC speaking tours, with their sharp assaults on the Presi- 
dent’s “short of war” policy and on his broken campaign pledges, 
had a measurable effect also on Roosevelt himself. The Lend-Lease 
bill had passed by a comfortable margin in both houses of Congress 
(260-165 in the House, and 60-31 in the Senate), and the President 
was surprised to see the America First forces rallying and gaining 
strength so quickly. In a March 29 Jackson Day address he urged 
national unity and attacked the noninterventionists by naming them 
“unwitting” helpers of nazism who attempted to “exploit” the natu- 
ral love of the American people for peace. He charged pointedly: 
“They have preached, ‘peace-peace,’ in the same way the Devil can 
speciously quote Scripture.’’®4 A few months later, when Roosevelt 
was told in a conference with congressional leaders that it would be 
impossible to’ pass a bill authorizing an American Expeditionary 
Force at that time, he reportedly “blew up, castigating [the AFC]... 
for sending speakers into every community causing ‘disunity.’ ”® 

America First leaders in New York and elsewhere were delighted 
with the high-level response drawn by their speaking tours. Large 
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and enthusiastic crowds at rallies across the country also contribut- 
ed to a buoyant committee optimism within two months after the 
immediate post-Lend-Lease despair. Lindbergh reported after ad- 
dressing a successful Minneapolis rally in early May that “if this 
country is run by people, we will not enter this war.” Flynn happi- 
ly relayed to Wood his impression that, in the Northeast, people 
were “beginning to learn that the problem before them is no longer 
aiding Britain short of war, but of actual warfare, and this has had a 
sobering effect.’’6? Stuart exuberantly noted that “‘in a word the tours 
are terrific. .. . This thing is snowballing to beat hell.”6® He was 
emboldened to approach the Richardson brothers for new dona- 
tions, and won them back to the America First cause by telling them 
that the tours indicated “things are definitely swinging our way. ’®® 

Only one cloud seemed to besmirch the AFC horizon during the 
committee’s halcyon spring days. The Gallup and Roper polls, the 
two major public opinion sounders of the day, seemed inconclusive, 
paradoxical, and impossibly mercurial to Stuart. On one occasion he 
pondered lodging a formal complaint with Dr. George Gallup to 
protest an “iffy and hypothetical question that no scientist seeking 
accurate information would possibly tolerate.’”’7° In late April he 
lamented to advertising executive Chester Bowles that the ““biased 
wording of the questions themselves” made the Gallup poll the 
AFC’s “worst enemy.”?! Many other America Firsters also believed 
that the principal polls were deliberately “loaded against us in this 
fight.”” Flynn explained: “The trouble with the Gallup poll is that 
the man who asks the question gets into long discussions with the 
person questioned and can easily shape the answers to suit 
himself.’’72 

The AFC’s conviction that the Gallup poll in particular was heav- 
ily biased against the noninterventionist cause was further strength- 
ened by a study conducted by Dr. Ross Stagner, associate professor 
of psychology at Dartmouth College. The committee commissioned 
Stagner, a noninterventionist, to examine all of the Gallup poll ques- 
tions regarding intervention against Germany from April 1937 to 
February 1941. In fifty-nine questions, Stagner found fifty-five cases 
of “dubious practice,” such as the introduction of prestige-bearing 
names or terms, the presence of an unjustified assumption in the 
statement of the question, or the suggestion of a positive answer. Of 
the questions involving dubious practice, more than four-fifths, he 
decided, were biased in favor of a prowar answer.73 

Whether or not the AFC’s view that the major public opinion polls 
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were partial was justified, it is true that overall poll results were 
more helpful to the interventionist than to the antiwar cause. When 
Americans were asked whether they would vote to go in or stay out 
of war in Europe, provided that they had to vote at the very moment 
they were being questioned, an overwhelming majority (seventy- 
nine to eighty-five percent) replied that they would vote to stay out. 
This result held constant from October 1940 until a few days before 
the Pearl Harbor attack.74 However, when people were asked to 
disregard what they hoped would be the case, and then to decide 
whether they thought the United States would enter the war some- 
time before the conflict ended, the number answering in the affirma- 
tive rose from fifty-nine percent in December 1940 to eighty-five 
percent by May 1941. There the percentage hovered until the Pearl 
Harbor attack.75 More significantly, in a choice of whether it was 
more important for this country to stay out of the war or to help 
England and assure the defeat of Germany, public opinion had 
changed from an even division in November 1940 to a majority of 
sixty-eight percent in favor of the latter alternative by December 
1941. In answer to the blunt query, posed in May 1941, of whether 
they would rather see Britain surrender to Germany than have the 
United States enter the war, sixty-two percent of the American peo- 
ple answered no.76 

In other words, the major 1941 public opinion polls indicated that 
most Americans wished to avoid war if they could, but that most felt 
that participation in the conflict was inevitable and that war was 
preferable to a German victory. These results upset Lindbergh pro- 
foundly. He mused in his diary that the polls gave cause to doubt 
the basic intelligence and character of the American people. In 
wanting Britain to win but in not wanting to “pay the price of war,” 
he warned, many people were “indulging in a type of wishful think- 
ing that must lead us, sooner or later, to an impossible position.” He 
asserted that if he had truly believed that the war in Europe was 
“our war,” he would have personally entered the fighting long ago.7” 

Like Lindbergh, most other noninterventionists were dissatisfied 
with the Gallup and Roper poll results. Both sides in the Great 
Debate misread, misquoted, and exaggerated polls to bolster their 
respective causes. Interventionists often cited the high percentages 
of people in favor of war without mentioning the specific conditions 
that were incorporated into the poll questions. For example, an 
April Gallup poll revealed that forty-one percent of the American 
people favored naval convoys, while an additional thirty percent 
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approved of them if it appeared certain that Britain would be defeat- 
ed without the aid of such convoys.78 Leading spokesmen of the 
prowar committees then proclaimed simply that seventy-one per- 
cent of the people favored convoys!7® America Firsters, including 
Flynn, erred by insisting that the only consistent, and therefore the 
only valid, reading was the one that indicated that at any given 
moment seventy-nine to eighty-five percent of the people would 
vote to stay out of the European war. Throughout 1941, spokesmen 
announced this poll at almost every AFC meeting in the country, 
and noninterventionists often made the incorrect conceptual leap to 
say that it meant that the vast majority of Americans “were against” 
entering the war.®° Ruth Sarles confidently described this index as 
“the rock bottom reluctance of the American people to go to war... 
[and] the strength of America First.’’8! 

In order to bolster still further the contention that their favorite 
poll indicated an American unwillingness to go to war, America 
Firsters sponsored a number of their own polls in the spring and 
summer of 1941. The AFC polls posed the same basic query as did 
the committee’s pet Gallup index. In the most prominent America 
First national committee poll in the New York area, all of the regis- 
tered voters in Hamilton Fish’s congressional district were contact- 
ed. The district covered Orange, Dutchess, and Putnam counties. 
Ninety percent of those responding checked the second space on 
ballots reading: “The United States should: go into the war___, 
stay out of the war. . 82 Flynn donated NYC-AFC funding and 
staff assistance to a New York Daily News poll that checked the 
opinion of a randomly chosen ten percent of New York State’s vot- 
ers. Seventy percent of those responding to the newspaper poll an- 
swered no to the question: “Shall the United States enter the war to 
help Britain defeat Hitler?’’®? These poll results helped to boost the 
expansive spring confidence of the AFC still further. Stuart told 
Joseph Patterson that the Fish and Daily News polls and a similar 
poll by the noninterventionist Chicago Tribune were the three 
“mainstays” of the committee,®4 

Other Northeastern polls were sponsored by America First. Com- 
mittee funds were often channeled, sometimes secretly, into other 
organizations that directly supervised the polls. Using a grant from 
the NYC-AFC, William T. Leonard, chairman of the Brooklyn com- 
mittee chapter, polled thirty-five thousand Catholic clergymen na- 
tionwide. Leonard conducted the poll through a personal subsidiary 
known as the Catholic Laymen’s Committee for Peace, and found 
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that ninety percent of the clergymen responding did not favor the 
United States’ entering a shooting war outside the Western Hemi- 
sphere.®> A Yale Daily News poll funded by the AFC discovered 
that sixty-one percent of the students on Northeastern college cam- 
puses thought America should not enter the European war.®¢ A read- 
ing undertaken by the New York professional polling firm of Samuel 
Gill and financed by the committee received a seventy-five-percent 
negative response to the question of whether the United States 
should enter the war as an active belligerent in June 1941.87 Finally, 
a local newspaper poll underwritten by the Springfield, Massachu- 
setts, AFC chapter uncovered an amazing ninety-eight percent of 
those responding opposed to a plunge into the war.88 

The extensive polling and poll-watching done by the NYC-AFC 
and the national committee, as well as the nationwide speaking 
tours, contributed to a buoyant America First assurance in the 
spring of 1941. The hard but futile fight over Lend-Lease had left 
the committee temporarily faltering and gloomy. However, the deep 
conviction that the public and Congress understood neither the true 
menace of the controversial law nor the overall noninterventionist 
philosophy gave America Firsters hope even during their deepest 
despair. Bold public relations ventures were proposed and tried 
throughout the spring, and a surge of AFC confidence resulted. By 
early summer, Flynn felt so dauntless that he evaluated the Lend- 
Lease bill’s passage as “a modified and diluted victory . . . for the 
war forces .. . . More importantly, it marked the emergence of the 
NYC-AFC as a force to be reckoned with.’’®® The New York America 
First chapter was strong and ready for its next major battle: the 
struggle over the use of the United States Navy to convoy the Lend- 
Lease goods to England. 
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Summer of [94I: 
A Time of False Optimism 


The Lend-Lease Act virtually repealed the “cash” portion of the 
1939 Neutrality Law’s “cash-and-carry” provisions. After March 
1941 the “carry” part of the two-year-old statute became the major 
’ focus in the Great Debate. As one historian succinctly stated: 
“Lend-Lease materials would not help Britain . . . if German sub- 
marines sent them to the bottom of the ocean. The Roosevelt Admin- 
istration considered, proposed, and implemented various actions to 
assure delivery of the goods.”! The first important sequel to the 
Lend-Lease fight was a furious battle over the use of the United 
States Navy to convoy war matériel to England. After Adolf Hitler’s 
June invasion of the Soviet Union, the extension of Lend-Lease aid 
to Russia also became a point of contention. To interventionists, 
“delivery of the goods” was a logical concomitant of the Lend-Lease 
Act itself. To leaders of the New York chapter of the America First 
Committee and other noninterventionists, convoys and the exten- 
sion of aid to Russia were new and treacherous steps on the path to 
war. 

As America Firsters fought these measures, their ebullient spring 
optimism grew. Although their spirits reached a brief low in mid- 
July following the American occupation of Iceland, the important 
struggle over the. Draft Extension bill of 1941 revived noninterven- 
tionist confidence. In general, the period from late April through 
August was one of strength and assurance for the NYC-AFC. Mem- 
bership figures soared, several Northeastern congressmen seemed to 
respond to chapter pressure, and even President Roosevelt appeared 
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aware of, and worried by, committee successes. NYC-AFC executive 
committee member Amos Pinchot was so optimistic during this time 
that he boasted: “The situation has reached a phase which can only 
be described as a race on the part of Mr. Roosevelt to provoke war 
before the peace sentiment of the country can [fully] organize and 
impress its will.’””? 

The development of the convoy question as the major issue in the 
spring of 1941 did not surprise America Firsters. Nonintervention- 
ists had raised the subject months before, and convoys constituted 
an integral part of the discussion over Lend-Lease. North Dakota 
Senator Gerald Nye, in his February speech to the NYC-AFC rally, 
predicted convoying as a direct result of the Lend-Lease bill. He 
warned that armed convoys would provoke shooting incidents, and 
then asked: “When that happens, who is foolish enough to believe 
that the Congress and the country isn’t going to be ready to go the 
rest of the way in an all-out war?’’? Persistent pressure from the 
noninterventionist bloc in Congress obtained a no-convoy amend- 
ment to the Lend-Lease Act, and even secured a significant change 
in the wording of the statute’s principal section.* Instead of the ori- 
ginal authorization for the President to “transfer” war matériel to 
foreign nations, the law as finally passed allowed the chief executive 
to “transfer title of’ armaments to others. The antiwar forces had 
feared that “transfer” might be construed to mean actual transporta- 
tion of the goods. 

This lack of authorization for convoys in Lend-Lease was stressed 
heavily by leading advocates of the early 1941 law. Strong anticon- 
voy statements made during the debate over Lend-Lease, however, 
later proved embarrassing to some national leaders. In early March 
interventionist Georgia Senator Walter George declared firmly that 
he would remain opposed to convoying “until and unless the point 
shall come when I shall be willing to vote for war; because in my 
judgment convoying would lead us into actual war.’5 Roosevelt 
affirmed in a January news conference that convoys would almost 
certainly result in shooting incidents, and that shooting came 
“awfully close to war.”’® Noninterventionists seized upon this state- 
ment and paraphrased the President’s words with the slogan: 
“Convoys mean shooting and shooting means war.” This motto, an 
apt distillation of AFC beliefs regarding a step-by-step progression 
to war, became the committee’s chief battle cry during all convoy 
debates. 


So troublesome was Roosevelt’s statement regarding convoys that 
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it became difficult for him to raise the issue in the spring. In addi- 
tion to the constraint put on his own words, the President reportedly 
felt that public opinion was not ready to accept convoys. This obser- 
vation was voiced in early April by Joseph Alsop and Robert Kint- 
ner, two pro-Roosevelt columnists generally believed to have 
reliable sources inside the administration.? As a result, a formal 
convoy proposal was never submitted to Congress, and the issue did 
not come to a vote. However, throughout April and May, the subject 
was discussed almost daily in one or both houses of Congress.® 

The convoy issue became predominant in the Great Debate in a 
rather circuitous manner in the weeks following the passage of 
Lend-Lease. On March 18 the Committee to Defend America by 
Aiding the Allies (CDAAA), the leading interventionist group, open- 
ly called for convoys. The CDAAA declaration was a salient warn- 
ing to John Flynn and other leading America Firsters, because they 
regarded the interventionist committee as an administration “front” 
group.? Consequently, in early April noninterventionist Senators 
Charles Tobey of New Hampshire and Gerald Nye of North Dakota 
both introduced specific anticonvoy resolutions into Congress. 
These resolutions were referred to the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, which voted not to hold hearings or to report them out 
of committee. Tobey later reintroduced his measure as an amend- 
ment to an unrelated bill, and his proposal, known simply as “the 
anticonvoy resolution,” became a cardinal rallying point for the 
AFC,?° 

Roosevelt finally seized the convoy initiative on April 25, but he 
proceeded in a strangely roundabout manner. He announced the 
indefinite expansion of neutrality patrols. Patrols had been carried 
out since the outbreak of war in 1939 but had been strictly coastal 
and nominal in nature. The President’s new announcement left little 
doubt, in the minds of noninterventionists and interventionists 
alike, that some form of convoying had been instituted by executive 
fiat.11 The NYC-AFC publication Uncensored charged that “the sub- 
stitution of ‘patrols’.for ‘convoys’ ” was a perfect example of Roose- 
velt’s ““deviousness.” The principal characteristic of the President’s 
foreign policy, the weekly newspaper asserted, was a “side-stepping 
of phrases and proposals which the people had come to understand 
and to oppose as leading to war... . not by avoiding the issues really, 
but by avoiding the issues as the people understood them.” !? Social- 
ist leader Norman Thomas was also enraged by the apparent ob- 
liqueness of Roosevelt’s new patrol system, and he worried about 
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the angry reaction of the American people if they should later learn 
that they had been deceived. In a letter to the President he warned, 
“To put us into the war crabwise, by the use of convoys and similar 
devices, will be almost fatal to the morale, which so desperate a 
struggle will require.” 

After Roosevelt’s announcement of the extension of patrols, the 
national debate over the convoy question became pronounced. As 
with the Lend-Lease issue, the NYC-AFC made many significant 
and unique contributions to the anticonvoy fight. Public speeches, 
debates, and open letters were utilized, and America Firsters con- 
stantly stressed the view that convoys would lead to war and that 
Roosevelt was provoking war by instituting them without the con- 
sent of Congress. Congressman Hamilton Fish of New York assert- 
ed that “the signal bell ringing in the engine room of an American 
naval vessel to start the first convoy would be equivalent to a decla- 
ration of an undeclared war by the President. .. . If President Roose- 
velt [orders convoys without congressional authorization] ... he and 
he alone will be responsible to God and country.”!4 In a radio de- 
bate with Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr, noted theologian and chairman of 
the interventionist Union for Democratic Action, Flynn charged 
that in talking of convoys, “we are talking about war; grim, stark, 
shooting war. 15 Pinchot derisively maintained that any member of 
Congress voting for convoys as a safe measure “short of war’ should 
be required to ride aboard the naval vessels.1® 

The NYC-AFC’s most important contribution to the anticonvoy 
struggle, however, came in the form of two large rallies. Held in late 
April and late May, these rallies featured as speakers Charles Lind- 
bergh, Senators Burton K. Wheeler of Montana and David I. Walsh 
of Massachusetts, Norman Thomas, Flynn, and novelist Kathleen 
Norris. The two meetings were well attended, drawing nearly forty 
thousand people each. Lindbergh described the crowd at the April 
rally as “courteous, good-humored and... one hundred percent with 
us. ... I think it is due to pent-up emotion and a feeling of frustra- 
tion—a feeling that we are being pushed into war regardless of how 
the people feel about it.”!7 Flynn termed the meeting simply “the 
greatest of its kind ever held in New York,” and Janet Fairbank, 
daughter of an AFC national committee member from Illinois, char- 
acterized the May rally as “one of the best” she had attended any- 
where.18 

The great success of the NYC-AFC’s two anticonvoy assemblies 
raised the prestige of the America First movement everywhere. Na- 
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tional executive director Robert Stuart asserted that in New York “a 
new wave of hope . . . spread through the city as a result” of the 
rallies.1° NYC-AFC membership soared: two thousand new mem- 
bers signed during the April rally alone, and ten thousand more 
registered at chapter headquarters within the next four days.2° AFC 
national chairman Robert E. Wood used the New York meetings as 
the basis for a massive fundraising appeal to wealthy potential do- 
nors across the country, and the entire committee gained a memora- 
ble new slogan from one of Wheeler’s statements to the May rally. 
“The greatest eventual glory comes not from wars won or lost but 
from wars prevented,” the Senator declared.2! Stuart was so excited 
by the success of the two New York meetings that he brashly pro- 
claimed that only public opinion, inspired by the AFC, was 
“holding the fort against convoys. ... What we do during the next 
sixty days will decide the issue of peace or war.’’22 

The America First successes in New York deeply worried inter- 
ventionists, and the committee’s opponents struck back forcefully. 
Flynn’s resignation as a member of the New York City Board of 
Higher Education was demanded by Joseph Goldstein, a former 
city judge.?* More significantly, however, Roosevelt lashed out at 
Lindbergh and termed the flier a defeatist and a “copperhead.”4 At 
the April rally, the aviator had maintained that England was losing 
the war against Germany, and that the last desperate British strategy 
was to share “the fiasco of this war.’25 After learning of the Presi- 
dent’s contumely, Lindbergh resigned his commission in the Army 
Air Corps. “If I take this insult from Roosevelt, more, and worse, 
will probably be forthcoming. . . . [Also] I would lose something in 
my own character.”26 NYC-AFC leaders supported Lindberg’s deci- 
sion. Pinchot felt that the presidential attack had strengthened the 
noninterventionist cause, both because Lindbergh was a popular 
hero and because the incident could be viewed as an example of the 
dangers of war or a wartime atmosphere to freedom of speech.?? 

Secretary of War Henry Stimson tried to counter the NYC-AFC 
spring successes ip a manner different from Roosevelt’s. In a 
straightforward ideological confrontation, Stimson declared in a 
May radio address that he favored active naval assistance to Britain 
because any other course, in his opinion, would render the Lend- 
Lease Act impotent. He also flatly asserted, for the first time in 
public, his belief that war was inevitable.?® Cordell Hull and Frank 
Knox, secretaries of state and the navy respectively, also delivered 
provocative speeches within a few weeks of Stimson. New York 
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America Firsters saw these speeches as Rooseveltian “trial bal- 
loons,” and they responded quickly.2® Within three days, former 
President Herbert Hoover delivered a radio address to refute Stim- 
son’s talk, and wealthy Vick Chemical executive H. Smith Richard- 
son sent Wood a substantial new contribution. Richardson 
explained that the recent speeches by cabinet members “raised an 
entirely new question: that of .. . going to war. °° 

The most pointed attack on Stimson, however, came from Amos 
Pinchot, who was in a unique position because he, his older brother 
Gifford, and Stimson had been friends for fifty years. Amos Pin- 
chot’s disillusionment with Stimson began during the Gifford 
Pinchot-Richard A. Ballinger conservation controversy of 1909-10. 
Stimson agreed to become Gifford’s legal counsel, later withdrew, 
and then advised Gifford to retain a lawyer who later dissatisfied 
both the brothers. The alienation was completed during World War 
I, when Amos Pinchot was asked to resign from New York’s presti- 
gious Boone and Crockett Club because his antiwar views were at 
variance with the beliefs of the rest of the members. Stimson, Pin- 
chot’s sponsor and a leader of the ruling clique of the club, made no 
effort to defend Pinchot or to give him a chance to defend himself. 
In 1932, the publicist described Stimson as “by no means a bad sort 
of person . . . but a typical victim of that careerism which captures 
promising young college graduates and draws them into the dreary 
paths .. . of machine business and machine politics ... where they 
gradually lose sense of . . . values.”” Amos charged that Stimson, 
during his term as Hoover’s secretary of state, was instrumental in 
“delivering this country to a materialism as sordid as any that exists 
in the world.”%! In May 1941 Pinchot was able to counter Stimson’s 
warlike speech in an exceptional manner by referring to their old 
friendship in an open letter. Pinchot told the secretary that he was 
surprised and disappointed at his current militant stand.32 

The specific degree of noninterventionist success in countering 
the spring cabinet speeches is hard to measure, but the NYC-AFC 
was convinced that it had done very well. Only one problem cloud- 
ed the committee horizon: an upcoming presidential address was 
expected to be “a very belligerent talk.” In the view of most America 
Firsters, Roosevelt would either proclaim that outright convoying 
had begun, or call for a declaration of war.3? Ruth Sarles, official in 
the AFC Washington research bureau and later committee historian, 
said that perhaps no other address since the outbreak of war in 
Europe was so anxiously awaited.34 
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When the President’s address was postponed for two weeks, alleg- 
edly because of illness, the committee was exultant. Lindbergh 
termed the delay a “most unexpected and welcome development.”5 
To Pinchot, the moratorium indicated that. Roosevelt was “afraid to 
commit the great crime [instituting convoys or calling for war] 
against the country at the present moment.’3* Uncensored reported 
that public indifference or hostility to the speeches by cabinet offi- 
cials had convinced the President that the country was not ready to 
support strong warlike measures. Noninterventionists, the publica- 
tion maintained, had temporarily “checked the drift to war.’’37 

The AFC confidence engendered by the postponement of Roose- 
velt’s address was surpassed only by committee elation over the 
eventual presidential talk itself.3* Finally delivered as a quiet 
“fireside chat” on May 27, Roosevelt’s speech reasserted the doc- 
trine of freedom of the seas, announced another expansion of neu- 
trality patrols, but, with the exception of a proclamation of 
unlimited national emergency, took no concrete steps. The Presi- 
dent bitterly attacked noninterventionists as a small group whose 
passion for peace had “shut their eyes to the ugly realities of interna- 
tional banditry and to the need to resist it at all costs.” He also 
asserted that antiwar arguments were “echoes of the words that have 
poured out from the Axis bureaus of propaganda.” The next day, ina 
press conference, he added flatly that he did not contemplate the use 
of convoys.3® NYC-AFC leaders were sure that Roosevelt’s pointed 
assaults on the committee, as well as his failure to call for convoys or 
war, indicated that the America First movement was having power- 
ful effects. Pinchot termed the address a “timid, defeatist” one, and 
advised Lindbergh to speak out “calmly and objectively, as if the 
President were a silly, scared, and somewhat naughty boy... . It 
[Roosevelt’s speech] shows a man in a desperate way, making a 
sorry sight of himself in public by giving way to fear, truculence, 
and the utterance of threats.”4° Flynn announced that the convoy 
issue had been resolved in a “dramatic and decisive .. . victory” for 
the noninterventionist cause.*! 

Following the Président’s talk, the NYC-AFC moved forward as- 
suredly. A large anticonvoy rally, deemed by the committee to be a 
bellwether of Northeastern reaction to Roosevelt’s address, was held 
by the Philadelphia AFC. Lindbergh, the featured orator, later sum- 
marized this meeting: “The country is not ready for war, and the 
people who are against it do not intend to be intimidated. Our meet- 
ing gave them a chance to express their attitude, and they took it.” 
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Flynn attacked the President's speech ina Memorial Day address to 
the national convention of the Keep America Out of War Congress. 
At this time he questioned White House reports that ninety percent 
of the mail regarding Roosevelt’s talk was favorable. According to 
congressional insiders, Flynn claimed, the President was very dis- 
turbed and disappointed at the lack of public support reflected in 
his mail.48 NYC-AFC efforts then concentrated on persuading the 
public that the declaration of unlimited national emergency did not 
in any way limit the constitutional guarantees of free speech and 
assembly. Committee leaders feared that administration spokesmen 
would attempt to make antiwar statements and actions appear un- 
patriotic in view of the declaration.*4 Flynn took pains to point out 
that the declaration granted the President additional superintending 
powers only in the fields of production, transportation, and the 
actions of aliens.45 Pinchot maintained that the proclamation was 
“not important except as showing the President’s inability to sell 
his»war.’’46 

In the weeks immediately following Roosevelt's speech, Flynn 
became convinced that the antiwar struggle was nearing a victo- 
rious end. There was “a general feeling,” he maintained, that the 
President had “put the brakes on his surrender to the war party.” 
Flynn claimed that persistent AFC publicity of America’s lack of 
military preparedness had a sobering effect on many people: several 
senators known as staunch interventionists were “noticeably draw- 
ing back,” he asserted, and a large segment of the public now fa- 
vored a negotiated peace. “England needs to be saved from her 
friends,” Flynn joked in defending a negotiated peace, and he was 
so sure that many citizens now agreed with him that he began to 
think seriously of a triumphant and imminent dissolution of the 
NYC-AFC.47 

Unfortunately for Flynn and the NYC-AFC, their extreme opti- 
mism following their self-proclaimed victory in the convoy issue 
was not justified. Between April 1 and June 14, 1941, public support 
for convoys rose from forty-one to fifty-five percent.4® By late May 
and early June, seventy-five percent of the American people felt that 
the effect on the future well-being of this country would be very 
serious if Germany and Italy won the war, and sixty-two percent felt 
that if the two fascist nations defeated England, they would start a 
war against the United States within ten years.4® Sixty-two percent 
also opposed a negotiated peace, even if such a peace could be based 
on the unlikely terms of Britain retaining its empire and Germany 
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keeping only the countries it had so far conquered.®©° Fifty-seven 
percent still felt sure England would win the war, and, perhaps 
most significant of all, eighty percent thought that even though the 
United States was not actually fighting, it was “so much involved 
that we are in it for all practical purposes.’’5! 

Aside from public opinion, an even more sinister tide of events 
was running against the noninterventionist cause: Roosevelt secret- 
ly instituted convoys by executive fiat. Under the guise of patrols, 
partial convoying was instituted as early as mid-April. Stimson has 
recalled that on April 10 he and the President opened an atlas and, 
“by drawing a line midway between the westernmost bulge of Afri- 
ca and the easternmost bulge of Brazil, we [decided to] . .. patrol the 
high seas west of the median line. .. . The British [would then] . . . 
swing their convoys over. . . to the west of this line, so that they will 
be within our area. Then .. . we can follow the convoys and notify 
them of any German raiders or German submarines.”’52 Complete 
transatlantic convoying by the United States Navy began in early 
July. At that time Knox announced that new orders to the navy went 
“further” than those in effect a few weeks previously, but he still did 
not disclose that formal convoying had begun.*8 

Along with its defeat in the convoy issue, the noninterventionist 
cause was struck with fresh losses in its fight to prevent further 
augmentations of aid to warring nations. In late June Roosevelt 
announced the extension of Lend-Lease aid to the Soviet Union, in 
response to Hitler’s June 21 invasion of Russia.*4 

The invasion, a shock to most of the world, was a predictable 
move according to Flynn. He believed that Hitler had always want- 
ed to expand eastward into the rich agricultural and oil fields of the 
Ukraine and Rumania. Flynn was convinced that the German dicta- 
tor was not interested in conquering England or France because, 
with the exception of France’s Alsace-Lorraine province, neither of 
these countries possessed sufficient natural resources. “That little 
island [England],” Flynn maintained, “cannot grow enough food 
for herself. If Hitler got England she would just be a big WPA 
[Works Progress Administration] project on his hands!” Neverthe- 
less, the German dictator’s original assaults to the east, specifically 
his seizure of Poland, provoked an unwanted intervention by Eng- 
land and France. In Flynn’s view, these two countries attacked Hit- 
ler not out of altruism, but to prevent Germany from challenging 
their empires or their dominance of Europe. Russia and Germany, 
also acting out of self-interest, signed their Non-Aggression Pact of 


89 


August 1939 when England and France gave warning that they 
would not tolerate an invasion of Poland. Stalin entered the Russo- 
German agreement hoping to get the Allies to vanquish Hitler for 
him, and Hitler simply wanted to be able to choose his own time for 
fighting Stalin. Now that the Allies were nearly defeated, Flynn 
maintained, Hitler was again ready to pursue eastward expansion 
and “the real war [the Russian conflict]. Britain is a mere flea 
bite.””55 

Accepting Flynn’s interpretation of the Russo-German war, NYC- 
AFC leaders saw “in the tangled course of events new reason for 
maintaining the fight to keep America out of war.’5* America 
Firsters believed that Hitler and Stalin should be left alone to fight 
each other to exhaustion. This course would give added safety to the 
United States: therefore, aid should not be extended to either side. 
Igor Sikorsky, helicopter inventor and NYC-AFC member from 
Bridgeport, Connecticut, declared that Germany would be so busy 
fighting Russia that it would not be able to attack the United States 
for at least a generation.5” 

In addition to their belief that the new war would deflect a possi- 
ble attack from this country, NYC-AFC leaders opposed aiding Rus- 
sia because they feared the spread of world communism. As Flynn 
graphically drew the issue: “If Germany wins, Russia will go Fas- 
cist. If Russia defeats Germany, Germany will go Communist. .. . 
The question now is, ARE WE GOING TO FIGHT TO MAKE THE 
WORLD SAFE FOR COMMUNISM? 58 In his diary Flynn added that no 
matter which side triumphed in the conflict, “those peace aims we 
have heard about—freedoms, etc. . . . [can not] get a chance.”5® 
Sikorsky asserted that the Soviet Union would “use the results of 
any military success for the promotion and expansion of its own 
ideology.”’® Burton K. Wheeler maintained in later years that “evil 
as Nazi imperialism was, I suspected the Communist techniques 
would be even more dangerous and far-reaching.’’®! Robert Stuart 
has said that both he and General Wood, throughout their tenure 
with the AFC, feared a long-range threat from Russia, and that in 
Wood's case, this fear was his primary motivation in working with 
the committee.®? Lindbergh went so far as to say that he would 
rather see the United States allied with Germany, with all of its 
faults, than with the “cruelty, the Godlessness, and the barbarism” 
of Soviet Russia.® 

Because of their belief that the Russo-German war made the inter- 
ventionist position “more indefensible than ever,’ America Firsters 
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were horrified at Roosevelt’s extension of Lend-Lease aid to the 
Soviet Union.*4 Herbert Hoover termed the aid “the gargantuan jest 
of all history,” and Sikorsky labeled it “a betrayal of Christian ideal- 
ism.”’® Pinchot raged that “the present intimacy ‘between Roosevelt 
and Stalin is fairly disgusting!’®¢ Flynn responded to the extension 
of aid with a hard-hitting series of newspaper advertisements that 
attacked the communistic way of life. In one such ad, captioned “No 
Red Allies for the United States,” he hinted that Roosevelt might 
harbor the dual objectives of defeating Hitler and spreading com- 
munism.* In another, titled “Can the Reds Worship God?” Flynn 
attacked the President for having averred that Article 124 of the 
Russian Constitution gave guarantees to freedom of worship similar 
to those granted by the United States Constitution.6® The NYC-AFC 
also helped to fund a poll by Brooklyn AFC chief William T. Leon- 
ard’s Catholic Laymen’s Committee for Peace. This poll revealed 
that ninety percent of the Catholic clergymen questioned opposed 
aid to Russia.® 

Apparently the campaign against giving Lend-Lease aid to the 
Soviet Union had a noticeable effect on public opinion regarding 
that country. According to the Gallup polls immediately following 
Hitler's invasion of Russia, nearly seventy-five percent of the Ameri- 
can people wanted to see the Communist state win the struggle 
against Germany. Only twenty-five percent agreed with the idea that 
because Hitler was engaged in Russia, it was now no longer as 
necessary for the United States to help Britain.7° However, by late 
September, a Roper poll indicated that thirty-five percent of the 
American people felt that the Russian and German governments 
were equally bad, while an additional thirty-two percent found Rus- 
sia to be only slightly better than Germany, and only eight percent 
rated Russia as far better.7! 

Before their view of Russia gained credence, however, noninter- 
ventionists experienced considerable uneasiness in early and mid- 
July. Other presidential actions, besides the extension of Lend- 
Lease aid to the Soviet Union, seemed to combine to make the peri- 
od “a critical and somewhat discouraging time.”?2 To NYC-AFC 
leaders, Roosevelt appeared to be announcing decisions casually 
and smugly, and pursuing his own timetable of war involvement. 
Earlier in the spring he had declared that the Red Sea was no longer 
a war zone, and thus made it possible for American ships loaded 
with war matériel for the British to enter the area. Flynn, at the time 
of this decision, termed the Red Sea region a “boiling cauldron of 
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war... . What in the name of God is the President trying to do?” 
Flynn raged. “Is he actually trying to create an incident?”’7* Then, 
on July 7, in a bold stroke that noninterventionists believed to be 
even more provocative, Roosevelt announced the American occupa- 
tion of Iceland. Iceland was outside the Western Hemisphere, and 
on the day following the occupation the President declared in a 
sweeping statement that the United States would establish strategic 
outposts wherever they were deemed essential to the security of the 
hemisphere.”4 

The “Iceland coup,” as it was termed by Connecticut Senator 
John Danaher, gave the AFC a great “sense of uneasiness.’’75 Roose- 
velt was “submitting to the people as ‘faits accomplis’ one act after 
another,” charged Danaher, and the senator believed that this con- 
stituted a grave danger to representative democracy.7* Norman 
Thomas agreed. The Socialist leader charged that the President did 
or proposed things and then said to the people in effect that if they 
did not support him they were aiding Hitler. “That way lies ruin,” 
warned Thomas, “not only in the sense of war but in the sense of 
any decent protection of democratic processes.””77 

Flynn was even more outspoken in his outrage at the occupation 
of Iceland than was Thomas. “This audacious act may well mean 
the beginning of the end of constitutional government in the United 
States,” he fulminated. Roosevelt would not have acted so brashly 
had he not presupposed the “ignorance” of the American people 
and the shadowlike “servility” of the Congress!78 An equally aghast 
Lindbergh conferred with Flynn and declared the Icelandic move to 
be “the most serious step we have yet taken. It may mean war.... 
The President has very cleverly maneuvered us into a position 
where he can create incidents of war and then claim we have been 
attacked.’’7® Pinchot, in an open letter, reviled Roosevelt as an out- 
right dictator.®° 

The NYC-AFC’s sense of despair and futility in the face of the 
President’s “‘faits accomplis” was brief. The chapter soon threw 
itself into the fight over the Draft Extension bill of 194 1, and nonin- 
terventionist spirits rose in the heat of the struggle. In August 1940 
the first peacetime draft in United States history had been instituted. 
Flynn and Thomas, along with many other antiwar leaders, decried 
the law at that time. Consequently, they were wary when, eleven 
months later, army chief of staff General George C. Marshall for- 
mally recommended that Congress extend the selectees’ term of ser- 
vice for an indefinite period and remove the restrictions against 
sending combat troops outside the Western Hemisphere.8! 
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Marshall made his suggestions at the direction of Stimson, and a 
few days later, at the request of the War Department, three resolu- 
tions providing for consideration of Marshall’s recommendations 
were introduced in the Senate. Within ten days congressional lead- 
ers advised Roosevelt that the restriction prohibiting American com- 
bat troops outside the Western Hemisphere (known as the no-AEF : 
or no-American Expeditionary Force, provision of the 1940 law) 
was impossible to dislodge in view of noninterventionist strength in 
Congress. A mid-July Gallup poll confirmed this judgment: only 
thirty-seven percent of the people favored removal of this restric- 
tion. This resolution was then withdrawn, and the two resolutions 
representing the extension of the terms of service eventually became 
the Draft Extension bill of 1941.82 

The NYC-AFC led the noninterventionist fight against the bill, 
and the chapter viewed the contest as “the last and greatest phase of 
this historic [antiwar] struggle.’’®* The America First national com- 
mittee took no official position regarding the issue. General Wood 
believed that the public would perceive the draft-extension question 
as one of defense rather than of foreign policy, and he therefore 
decided that for the AFC to stand in direct opposition to the army 
chief of staff would cause the public to doubt committee patriotism. 
Consequently the national committee confined its role to advising 
America Firsters to fight the bill in a private capacity.®4 Flynn an- 
grily dissented from this judgment. He berated Chicago headquar- 
ters by claiming that “this proposal for the extension of the draft has 
nothing to do with national defense. It is done for one purpose only 
—to whip up the tempo of the war hysteria. Certainly we here in 
New York are . . . protesting against this thing every inch of the 
way. 85 Norman Thomas agreed with Flynn: “The most logical ex- 
planation of the present demand [extension of the draft] is that it is a 
further step in the process by which an unwilling people are being 
put into total war.’’86 

The NYC-AFC assault against the Draft Extension bill was begun 
by Gregory Mason, professor of journalism at New York University, 
chapter committee member, and leader of the Stamford-Greenwich- 
Norwalk (Connecticut) America First group. In testimony before the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Mason emphasized that the 
British dominions of Northern Ireland and India had no draft laws 
whatever, and that South Africa, New Zealand, Australia, and Cana- 
da had conscription for home defense only. In Canada, he revealed, 
the term of service was only four months! Mason concluded that the 
real national emergency in the’ United States concerned not army 
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size, but the “wide and growing resentment among our people over 
the proposal to ask them to do more than our British allies are doing 
in the British colonies and dominions.’’8” 

Flynn reiterated Mason’s data in a radio speech, and labeled as 
a false smear tactic an administration assertion that the army 
would “melt away” if the Draft Extension bill were not passed. The 
draft operated on a rotating basis, Flynn maintained, and even if the 
bill were defeated, more men would be inducted into the army each 
month than would be processed out. He then charged that the bill 
should be viewed in light of a whole chain of “persistent and cun- 
ning efforts to get us into the European war.’’®8 To emphasize his 
viewpoint, Flynn devoted an entire issue of the AFC Bulletin to the 
draft-extension question. The headlines of this issue read: “War 
Bloc Pushes Draftee Bill to Drag U.S. Nearer Shooting.’’8® 

Noninterventionists were convinced that their efforts against the 
Draft Extension bill were effective enough to worry the President 
when events in the controversy took a surprising turn. Roosevelt 
sent a special message to Congress, urging that body to pass a decla- 
ration of unlimited national emergency to concur with the executive 
declaration of May 27. Had it passed, this course would have grant- 
ed the President discretionary power to extend the draft, and it 
would have sidestepped specific congressional authorization for 
prolonging conscription.®° Roosevelt claimed that the interests of 
saving time dictated this method, but NYC-AFC leaders were sure 
that the administration was becoming “desperate [and] . . . panicky 
over its inability to sway the American people from their opposition 
to war.’®! NYC-AFC executive committee member Adelaide Mar- 
quand asserted that she now believed “we are going to win out in 
spite of everybody in Washington,” and Amos Pinchot maintained 
that he thought he saw “certain signs of returning [national] 
sanity. 82 

When Congress rejected the President’s request for a declaration 
of unlimited national emergency and decided to vote on the specific 
Draft Extension bill itself, the tempo of the Great Debate reached a 
frenzied level. Gallup polls indicated a hopelessly divided public 
opinion on the conscription question, as fifty-one percent of the 
American people wanted the bill passed.93 A Rooseveltian call for 
national unity provoked an angry outburst from Edward Reisner, 
professor of education at Columbia University and NYC-AFC chap- 
ter committee member. “The suggestion that the nation has made up 
its mind and that all opponents of our entering the war should shut 
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up and get behind the President,” Reisner charged in an address to a 
teachers’ group, “is only a ‘slick’ and unscrupulous propaganda de- 
vice... . It is simply an effort to weaken the opposition . . . with 
imputations of poor sportsmanship or even of disloyalty.”®4 Harried 
proadministration members of Congress finally offered the conces- 
sion of a time limitation of eighteen months of the extension of 
conscription. Hardcore interventionist Senator Claude Pepper of 
Florida, however, observed that a discussion of time limitations was 
“quibbling.” The draftees would remain in service for at least five 
years, Pepper asserted, and possibly for ten years, or for a whole 
generation: “This contest shall not be over until Armageddon is 
fought!’ 

The final vote on the Draft Extension bill was as dramatic as the 
debate. On August 12 an amended eighteen-month bill passed the 
House by only one vote. Five days earlier a similar measure had 
passed in the Senate by a comfortable margin. On the same day as 
the House vote, the Senate Appropriations Committee unanimously 
refused a presidential request for one billion dollars in additional 
defense funds. A nation at peace, the Senate committee maintained, 
had no need for such expenditures. Flynn was convinced that this 
refusal, the first such rejection for Roosevelt, coupled with the close 
House vote on the draft, was deeply shocking to the President. The 
events of August 12, the New York chapter chairman asserted glee- 
fully, marked “‘the final turning of the tide against war.” He added 
that any attempts by Roosevelt to take additional steps toward war 
would be summarily defeated. 

Amidst his general elation over the near victory in the conscrip- 
tion issue, Flynn was perhaps most pleased by what he saw as 
enormous NYC-AFC gains in the votes of Northeastern congress- 
men. Many Northeastern representatives, especially Democrats, he 
maintained, had switched from an interventionist position in the 
Lend-Lease vote to a noninterventionist stance in the Draft Exten- 
sion vote.97 

Apparently Flynn’s statements regarding the NYC-AFC’s effects 
on congressional votes were quite well justified. Of the 118 con- 
gressmen from the six New England states plus New York, New 
Jersey, and Pennsylvania, the total number of “yes” votes dropped 
from seventy-one for the Lend-Lease bill to forty-six for the Draft 
Extension bill. Of those votes that were changed from one bill to the 
next, thirty-one switched from “yes” to “no” or “no vote” (a shift to 
the noninterventionist cause), while six switched from “no” to 
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“yes” or “no vote” (a shift away from the NYC-AFC position). Of 
the thirty-one changing in favor of the noninterventionist cause, 
twenty represented cities with strong NYC-AFC chapters and two 
more were congressmen-at-large from New York and Connecticut, 
two states strongly organized by the committee. Seventeen of those 
switching toward the America First position were Democrats, who 
had to defy strong administration pressure in order to vote against 
the Draft Extension bill. 

The most notable Democratic shifts came in Brooklyn, Queens, 
and Manhattan, the areas of most intensive NYC-AFC activity. Fif- 
teen of the eighteen representatives from these areas were Demo- 
crats: thirteen voted in favor of Lend-Lease while only seven voted 
for the Draft Extension bill.9° Later in 1941 Flynn and Henry 
Christ, chairman of the Queens AFC, remarked that while they had 
begun the year with the support of only one of the Queens repre- 
sentatives, all three of the borough’s other men backed the noninter- 
ventionist position by late autumn. At least two of the 
noninterventionist converts stated that they switched because of 
strong NYC-AFC influence.®® 

To consolidate and celebrate the gains in the draft issue, Flynn 
planned an NYC-AFC rally for late August. Shortly before the meet- 
ing, the Atlantic Charter agreement between President Roosevelt 
and English Prime Minister Churchill was announced. This agree- 
ment, conceived in a secret oceanic rendezvous between the two 
leaders, consisted of eight points designed to bring “freedom to man- 
kind.” America Firsters objected to the document on the grounds 
that the President was formulating foreign policy covertly and sing- 
ularly, and that the agreement’s proposals were too vague. Flynn 
suspected that the agreement was a military alliance, and he demand- 
ed full disclosure. To some degree, however, committee leaders were 
exultant because they viewed the secrecy of the Atlantic Charter as 
further proof that Roosevelt was afraid to confront growing 
noninterventionist strength in Congress. New York chapter officers 
decided to make their upcoming rally a focal point of dissent against 
the document.?! 

The NYC-AFC meeting featured as speakers former Wisconsin 
Governor Philip La Follette, Vassar College president Dr. Henry 
Noble MacCracken, actress Michael Strange, and F lynn. MacCrack- 
en lashed out sternly against the Atlantic Charter’s commitment to 
the “final destruction of Nazi tyranny.” How could this goal be 
accomplished without the United States going to war, he asked. 
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How could the document’s long-range pledges to uphold freedom 
for mankind be maintained without America becoming the “police 
force of the world? .. . The way to make peace,” he concluded, “‘is to 
keep peace.”’!°2 Chapter staff member Robert Bliss termed the rally 
an “outstanding success,” and Flynn commented that the meeting, 
combined with the draft-extension vote, convinced him that the 
“war spirit” in the country was “breaking down.”}® Lindbergh 
claimed that he was “more than ever convinced that American citi- 
zens are opposed to intervention.’ 1% 

The buoyant confidence of the NYC-AFC in late August was in- 
tensified when the President once more took time to attack the non- 
interventionist movement. Roosevelt termed the antiwar advocates 
“appeasers and compromisers,” and charged that the course they 
recommended was “perilous to our national security.”!°5 As in the 
case of the President’s late May barrage against their cause, America 
Firsters believed that Roosevelt would not have bothered to assault 
them if he did not perceive them to be a serious threat. Again, how- 
ever, the committee’s optimism was rather ill founded. The Gallup 
and Roper polls indicated that a growing number of Americans, 
seventy-two percent, felt that Hitler would not be satisfied until he 
tried to conquer the entire world. Seventy-one percent opposed a 
negotiated peace between England and Germany, and fifty-five per- 
cent felt that the President’s foreign policies, including his summer 
measures, were “just about right.” 

As the summer of 1941 waned, the NYC-AFC’s most hopeful peri- 
od was drawing to a close. The committee did not know this at the 
time, however. It had fought hard during the convoy debate, and 
emerged supremely confident that the noninterventionist position 
could prevail in American foreign policy. In reality, this optimism 
was quite naive in view of the attitudes expressed in the late-spring 
public opinion polls. Roosevelt’s extension of Lend-Lease aid to the 
Soviet Union, following Hitler’s June invasion of the country, com- 
bined with the American occupation of Iceland in early July, briefly 
disheartened and frightened the committee. However, a vigorous 
fight and near victory against the Draft Extension bill revived non- 
interventionist spirits. Public opinion polls again indicated a deep- 
seated American determination that Hitler should not prevail, but 
the AFC failed to note this trend. Unforeseen national and interna- 
tional events would soon disabuse Flynn and the New York chapter 
of their optimism. By mid-September they would be seriously con- 
sidering disbanding the committee. 


v7 


= 


A Time of Discouragement: 
New Decisions in the Autumn 


The summer optimism of the America First movement was shat- 
tered suddenly in September 1941. A series of ship sinkings and 
other hostile naval encounters resulted in President Roosevelt’s an- 
nouncement of a “shoot-on-sight” order for the United States Navy 
against German vessels. This executive dictum was fully legiti- 
mized by the Congress nearly two months later in a decision to re- 
peal the crucial portions of the Neutrality Act of 1939. Following the 
repeal, the America First Committee did not experience the pro- 
found gloom that plagued it after the passage of the Lend-Lease Act, 
but it did have a need for concrete new issues. New York chapter 
executive committee member Amos Pinchot warned in mid-Novem- 
ber that “if our people .. . are not given a definite affirmative pro- 
gram ... they will lose their enthusiasm and their confidence in 
America First... . We must get going or we’ll be forgotten—and 
ought to be.”! A plethora of new suggestions deluged the commit- 
tee, and affirmative strategies were adopted in the areas of publiciz- 
ing national economic problems, pursuing political involvement, 
and briefly highlighting the deepening conflict with Japan. The 
Pear] Harbor attack cut short all of these new endeavors, and posed 
another dilemma for the AFC. The committee’s December 11 deci- 
sion to disband entirely was the last in a series of complex autumn 
decisions. 

The President’s September 11 shoot-on-sight order came as a re- 
sult of recent German attacks on American merchant ships and a 
destroyer. In late May the merchant ship Robin Moor had been sunk 
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in the South Atlantic on its way to British bases in North Africa. Roo- 
sevelt termed the incident an act of “piracy,” and declared that the 
United States would not yield to such tactics.2 Two months later the 
Sessa, an American-owned merchant vessel under Panamanian reg- 
istry was torpedoed near Iceland. One casualty was an American. 
Then in quick succession on September 4 and 5, the United States 
destroyer Greer was fired upon by a German submarine near Iceland 
and the merchant carrier Steel Seafarer was bombed in the Red Sea.? 

The German naval assaults that prompted the President’s hostile 
order had worried John Flynn and other noninterventionists for 
some months. Nothing would arouse popular war hysteria in this 
country so much, they believed, as the shedding of American blood 
at sea.4 Although early-1941 public opinion polls tended to disprove 
this theory, later indices confirmed it. A February Gallup poll indi- 
cated that only twenty-seven percent of the people of this nation 
would be in favor of entering the war if American merchant ships 
with American crews were sunk carrying war goods to England. 
This figure was only twelve percent greater than the number of 
people favoring immediate war participation anyway.® However, a 
June poll found that sixty-five percent of the American people be- 
lieved that full war participation could not be avoided if any part of 
this country’s armed forces engaged in shooting incidents with 
those of Germany.® 

America Firsters often accused Roosevelt of astutely fomenting 
shipping incidents in order to arouse war hysteria. The committee’s 
worst fears in this vein seemed to be confirmed by one of Joseph 
Alsop and Robert Kintner’s early-June columns. The two journalists, 
believed to have reliable sources inside the administration, avowed 
that Roosevelt was privately hoping for a shipping “incident” that 
could be used as an excuse to take the nation into war. The Presi- 
dent, they said, was determined “to force the Germans to fire the 
first shot” and then to act as an outraged innocent.? Consequently 
the AFC was quick to respond to the sinking of the Robin Moorwith 
a pamphlet charging that seventy percent of the ship’s cargo was 
contraband! The committee based its claim on the World War I con- 
traband classifications of the United States, England, and Germany, 
and on the World War II categories of the two latter countries. For- 
bidden industrial building materials, as well as actual armaments 
such as shotguns and cartridges, were included on the vessel’s mani- 
fest. Had not America violated its own Neutrality Act and “invited 
attack?” the committee asked.8 


America First denunciations of the shoot-on-sight order itself were 
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even more vehement than those directed at the Robin Moor incident. 
Flynn, upon hearing of the President’s September 11 order, termed 
Roosevelt “a deadly peril to the peace of this nation!’ When the 
next generation is told “this sorry war story,” Flynn asserted, “no 
incident in it will assume a darker hue than this one—coldly calcu- 
lated” to exacerbate armed conflict.1° He and Pinchot decried the 
proclamation as an unconstitutional usurpation of power and a vir- 
tual declaration of war, and the NYC-AFC held a Constitution Day 
rally on September 17 to protest the order. This rally, a relatively 
small one, was held in Carnegie Hall and featured Senator Charles 
Tobey of New Hampshire as the main speaker." 

Soon after the angry vituperations at the shoot-on-sight order, a 
feeling of impotence and despair settled briefly over the America 
First movement. In the committee’s view, Roosevelt seemed to be 
provoking war determinedly and brashly, in spite of popular non- 
interventionist gains. Ruth Sarles has said that America Firsters be- 
lieved that their cause was being “dragged along with its heels dug 
in, stirring up dust but accomplishing little else.”” There was, Sarles 
records, no lessening of the opposition to involvement in war, but 
the American people seemed to be “succumbing to a sense of futili- 
ty; they were beginning to feel that involvement was inevitable.”’2 

Responding to the aura of noninterventionist gloom, AFC na- 
tional chairman Robert E. Wood despairingly suggested disbanding 
the committee. However, Flynn, Charles Lindbergh, and national 
executive director Robert D. Stuart all counseled avidly against this 
course.!3 Flynn maintained that the shoot-on-sight order was “‘still 
not the speech the British want him [the President] to make.... He 
has agreed to put the American Navy more fully at their disposal but 
he has withheld the greater request [full intervention] . . . because 
he knows he cannot grant it.”"!4 Stuart and Lindbergh argued that 
dissolution would be interpreted by the administration as a sign of 
weakness, and would mean the abandonment of the millions of 
America First members across the country. Lindbergh summarized 
his objections to dissolution by advocating that the AFC “continue 
its activities until and unless Congress declares war, or unless it 
becomes obvious that we are no longer being effective—which is far 
from the case today. . . . I prefer to go down fighting for what we 
believe in, if we must go down at all.”15 Wood, moved by these 
arguments as well as by the urgency generated by new shipping 
incidents, rededicated himself and agreed to stay on as committee 
chairman. 

The new shipping incidents; coupled with militant administra- 
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tion speeches in late September and October, increased the tempo of 
the Great Debate. In late September three more American-owned 
merchant ships flying Panamanian flags were torpedoed.?® In an 
October 1 speech to the American Bar Association, Navy Secretary 
Frank Knox called bluntly for a more decisive and active United 
States naval role in helping to defeat Nazi Germany. He said that, as 
yet, America was contributing “only part of our share,” but that he 
was confident that this nation would “proceed from one measure to 
another measure until we have taken adequate steps” to defeat Ger- 
many, Italy, and Japan. He added that after military victory was 
achieved, the United States and England should join hands for “at 
least one hundred years” to make certain that peace would be en- 
forced.17 Pinchot termed the Knox speech an “outrageous . . . per- 
formance. . . . The Administration no longer pretends to be for 
freedom of the seas, but for ‘control of the seas.’ 18 The AFC Wash- 
ington research bureau pointed out that British shipping losses dur- 
ing the third quarter of 1941 were well below those of the second 
quarter, and indignantly asked why England, with more merchant 
shipping capacity than the United States, could not transport more 
of its own supplies and save American ships from explosive 
incidents.1® 

During the final two weeks of October, dramatic developments 
brought the national debate over shipping incidents to a bitter and 
chilling peak. Noninterventionist David I. Walsh of Massachusetts, 
chairman of the Senate Naval Affairs Committee, forced from Admi- 
ral Stark, Chief of Naval Operations, the facts surrounding the early- 
September Greer episode. Stark revealed that the American destroy- 
er, cruising near Iceland, had been informed by a British airplane 
that a German submarine was nearby. The Greer found the submar- 
ine, broadcast its exact location to the airplane, and then crowded it 
while the English craft dropped bombs on it. Only then did the 
submarine fire upon the Greer. When both of the German torpedoes 
missed, the Greer unsuccessfully attempted to destroy the craft. 
Stark admitted that the Greer’s actions throughout the episode were 
“in accordance with existing orders” from Knox.2° 

Upon learning the truth of the Greer incident, a thoroughly 
alarmed and aghast Flynn decried the President’s “deceit” in hav- 
ing made it “sound as if our ship was proceeding on a peaceful 
mission carrying mails and matériel to Iceland.”’21 On the day of 
Flynn’s statement, news arrived that another American destroyer, 
the Kearny, had just been torpedoed off Iceland with the loss of 
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eleven lives. Naturally, many America First releases denounced the 
Kearny incident as a “manufactured”’ crisis, “sure to be used. . . 
to increase the flame.”?? However, Amos Pinchot, in one of his 
open letters to Roosevelt, expressed the noninterventionist position 
most forcefully and eloquently. Referring back to the shoot-on-sight 
order, Pinchot declared: “Mr. President... you cannot cast yourself 
as a deadly, gun-toting aggressor and then rage to high heaven if you 
are last on the draw.’’23 

Within the week the bitter sparring was repeated as Roosevelt 
termed Nazi submarine warfare an “attack on America,” declared 
that he believed undeclared war was in progress, and pledged that 
the United States would “see it through” to the defeat of Hitlerism. 
“We Americans have cleared our decks and taken our battle sta- 
tions,” the President maintained in a Navy Day address.?4 Three 
days later reports were received of the torpedoing of the American 
destroyer Reuben James. One hundred fifteen lives were lost aboard 
the Reuben James, and Flynn rose to the height of his journalistic 
sarcasm. The administration, he said, was hoping for even more 
sinkings: “Oh, for a nice sinking or two or eight or nine.... Wouldn’t 
that be jolly? Then Secretary Knox can grow apoplectic. The Presi- 
dent can go on the radio and call on Americans to avenge the blood 
of their boys . . . while they [the administration] will be really very 
grateful and will call for an AEF.”5 

The grim dialogue over shipping incidents might have continued 
indefinitely, had it not been overshadowed in late October by the 
furious debate over repeal of the crucial portions of the Neutrality 
Act of 1939. The important sections of the law consisted of prohibi- 
tions against arming merchant ships, and against allowing American 
citizens or ships to enter combat zones. On September 21 Roosevelt 
called simply for repeal of the provision against arming merchant 
ships. He defended his request by claiming that it was a logical 
outgrowth of the sinkings, since implementation of his shoot-on- 
sight order meant violation of the existing law. He also termed re- 
peal “a positive program for giving safety. . .. By the repeal... the 
United States will more likely remain at peace than if the law re- 
mains as it stands today.”26 A month later the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, under the control of proadministration Demo- 
crats, recommended repeal of the two important additional provi- 
sions of the statute. 

America Firsters had been expecting formal proposals for repeal 
of the Neutrality Act for many months, and committee leaders saw 
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this fight as their most important one thus far. As early as January 
interventionist spokesman Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky had 
predicted that, in the interests of the Lend-Lease policy, revision or 
repeal of the neutrality statute would be necessary. In April Knox 
and Secretary of War Henry Stimson openly called for repeal.?? 
When the actual debate on the issue began in October, Stuart estab- 
lished the tone for a climactic battle: “We have been saying ‘this is 
the crisis’ for many months,” he confided to New York advertising 
executive Chester Bowles, ‘“‘but. .. I’m convinced that within the 
next couple of weeks, we will face our most serious crisis thus far.’’28 
General Wood agreed. Passage of the repeal bill would mean that 
“we are virtually in the war.” If the AFC could not impress this 
belief upon every member of Congress, the measure “‘probably” 
would pass.2® Socialist leader Norman Thomas also saw the situa- 
tion as explosive, and he declared gravely that he “never had less 
confidence in Roosevelt than now.’’°° 

To emphasize their belief that repeal of the neutrality law meant 
war, America First leaders considered a bold strategy. They dis- 
cussed having noninterventionist Senator Burton K. Wheeler of 
Montana introduce to the repeal bill an amendment calling for a 
declaration of war! This move ‘would graphically demonstrate 
to the public the committee position that repeal made war inevita- 
ble, Flynn explained as he urged Wood and Stuart to adopt the plan. 
An added advantage, Flynn maintained, would be that if the war 
declaration amendment failed in Congress, the President would be 
“obliged to respect that decision and take no further steps toward 
our involvement.”?! The AFC national committee adopted a modified 
version of Flynn’s recommendation. Deciding that a call for a war 
declaration would “clear the way for a final fight,” the noninterven- 
tionist governing body urged Roosevelt to submit such a proposal to 
Congress. Asking for a declaration of war, Wood asserted in an open 
letter to the President, was the only way to make the neutrality re- 
peal contest an “honest debate.”3? Roosevelt chose to ignore Wood’s 
letter. 

Following the defeat of their bold plan, America Firsters adopted 
more conventional methods of fighting against repeal. Wood de- 
nounced the repeal bill as an “engraved drowning license to Ameri- 
can seaman,’ and Flynn and several other committee leaders 
testified against it before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.?? 
In his testimony, Flynn termed the bill “part of a general pattern... 
the effect of which . . . is to create a state of war.’’34 The NYC-AFC 
also held a huge no-repeal rally on October 30, at Madison Square 
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Garden. Nearly fifty thousand people made this the largest AFC 
rally ever held anywhere. Senators Wheeler, Gerald Nye of North 
Dakota, and D. Worth Clark of Idaho, as well as Lindbergh, Pin- 
chot, Flynn, former ambassador John Cudahy, and the wife of Sena- 
tor Bennett Clark of Missouri, all spoke. Lindbergh exulted 
afterward that “this was in many ways the most successful meeting 
we have yet held... . There is no better indication of how people 
feel about this war. . .. It seemed as though every man and woman 
in the crowd was behind us.”?5 Flynn also termed the rally “a great 
success, 36 

In one important aspect, however, the NYC-AFC campaign 
against neutrality repeal was fundamentally different from its earlier 
battles against Lend-Lease, convoys, and the Draft Extension bill. 
Flynn made a very careful and exhaustive effort to identify undecid- 
ed Northeastern congressmen and to exert selective pressure in their 
home districts. After an October lobbying trip to Washington, he 
arranged for almost daily reports on the words and actions of those 
who were wavering. Shortly before the mid-November House vote, 
he sent barnstorming America First orators into the home districts of 
the undecideds and solicited the aid of prominent local noninter- 
ventionists to press their congressmen to vote no. For example, on 
November 4 he telegraphed several Binghamton, New York, leaders: 
“Congressman Edwin Hall getting equal mail for and against Neu- 
trality Repeal. Undecided on vote. Urge special effort to promote 
telegrams asking him vote no.’’37 

Flynn’s increasing politicization of the neutrality repeal fight was 
matched by an equally close monitoring of the public opinion polls. 
Gallup polls taken between April and early November 1941 indicat- 
ed arise from thirty to sixty-one percent in the number of Americans 
favoring repeal.?8 Even an AFC poll taken in late October showed 
fifty-two percent in favor of repeal.?® After viewing these results, 
Flynn privately cautioned Wood that “there is a chance of our win- 
ning despite the rosy claims of the opposition. But I think we must 
admit it is only a chance.”4° Norman Thomas, also viewing the au- 
tumn polls, grew even more pessimistic than Flynn. Thomas point- 
ed to a late-October Gallup reading that saw Roosevelt placed first 
on a list of those agitating for war, and third on a list of those 
agitating for peace. Terming these poll results “characteristic of the 
muddled public,” Thomas gloomily concluded: ““We are definitely 
losing ground simply because people have . . . a sense of fatalism 
and confusion. 4! 

Despite the lack of confidencé regarding the outcome of the neu- 
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trality repeal vote, Flynn was convinced that even defeat on this 
issue should not mean the end of the AFC. He asserted that “if we 
quit on the thin assumption that repeal [means]... war...this would 
be a tragedy of the first order. . .. Whatever the consequences... we 
must stand fast . . . and let the war-mongers, if they dare, say that it 
{repeal] equals war.”4? This determination was soon tested, as neu- 
trality repeal passed the Senate by a vote of 50-37 on November 7, 
and passed the House by 212-194 nearly a week later. Flynn’s fight- 
ing spirit prevailed, however, and he comforted the distraught Gen- 
eral Wood by maintaining that “we are acutely conscious of our own 
troubles. We probably overlook the difficulties of our opponents.. .. 
There is much we can do and plenty to hope for.’’4? Publicly, Flynn 
issued the strong and optimistic proclamation that the NYC-AFC 
had “just begun its fight against war... . We represent the con- 
science and common sense of America, and we are going confidently 
forward to win.’’44 : 

Flynn based his postrepeal assurance on several factors concern- 
ing the House vote. He consistently labeled the vote “‘a staggerer for 
the President,” or “a startling setback for the war-makers.”45 The 
closeness of the total vote itself encouraged Flynn: a change of only 
ten votes out of over four hundred would have meant victory for the 
noninterventionists. Second, in the thirty-four states north of the 
Mason-Dixon line, in which states over fifty percent of the popula- 
tion lived, the vote ratio was nine to five against repeal. Thirdly, 
twenty-eight Democrats who had consistently voted with the ad- 
ministration in the past turned against it in the repeal vote. Among 
the most surprising and gratifying converts to the nonintervention- 
ists was Democratic House Judiciary Committee Chairman Hatton 
Sumner of Texas. Third, many of the administration’s old support- 
ers who voted for repeal, alleged Flynn, “did so with misgivings 
and plain indication that they will not hold out further . . . if the 
President attempts to embark upon more provocative war steps.” 
Fourth, Flynn was convinced by several leading congressional non- 
interventionists that “unprecedented” pressure and even outright 
bribery had been exerted by the administration to change last- 
minute votes to favor repeal. Perhaps most important of all to F lynn 
was the fact that “even the most rabid interventionists” asserted 
during the debate that repeal would not lead to war. “They knew 
their overwhelming defeat would be certain,” he claimed, “if the 
issue were presented on a “war or peace’ basis.’’46 

Flynn’s determined confidence regarding the neutrality repeal 
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vote was shared by many other leading noninterventionists. Burton 
K. Wheeler counseled that “the important thing is that we got as far 
as we did. If anyone had said to me, at the outset, that we could have 
come as close as we did, I would not have believed it.’’47 Marie 
Hennessey, official in the NYC-AFC branch on Manhattan’s Second 
Avenue, credited the committee with securing the votes of at least a 
score of downstate Democrats.48 Ruth Sarles even went so far as to 
say that “barring an accident—the accident that actually occurred 
[the Pearl Harbor attack]—the anti-war group was in a stronger posi- 
tion on November 15, 1941, than it had occupied for some 
months.’”49 
In reality, the NYC-AFC optimism regarding the voting record on 
neutrality repeal in the Northeast was not as well justified as it had 
been regarding the draft-extension vote. A consideration of the total 
vote of the 118 congressmen from the six New England states, New 
York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania reveals that a majority of sixty- 
four voted against repeal, fifty-one voted for repeal, and three did 
not vote. Although the number voting against repeal was larger than 
the number who voted against the Lend-Lease bill, it was smaller 
than the number who voted against the Draft Extension legislation. 
While seven of the nine congressmen who changed their votes from 
yes on draft extension to no on neutrality repeal came from districts 
with strong AFC chapters, so also did twelve of the seventeen who 
changed their votes in the opposite direction. Nine of the seventeen 
representatives who changed their votes away from the noninterven- 
tionist position were Democrats, but so were four of the nine who 
changed toward that position. Therefore, Flynn’s contention that 
undue administration pressure changed many votes is confirmed 
somewhat, but not to an overwhelming degree, in the Northeast. 
Finally, in relative terms overall, New York City and Long Island, 
the most heavily organized NYC-AFC area, lost two votes on the 
neutrality repeal issue as compared to the draft-extension vote.*° 
‘ Following the defeat of the noninterventionist forces in the neu- 
trality repeal battle, the general NYC-AFC membership experienced 
a wave of despair. Resignations, many of them from long-time mem- 
bers, increased sharply. A resigning New York City man explained 
on the day of the repeal: “In view of present developments . . . it is 
my personal opinion that we now must have a united stand behind 
the Administration in order to face the problems that are ahead.’’5* 
Eastern regional field representative Joseph Boldt urged Flynn to 
make a radio speech reaffirming the NYC-AFC viability. “North- 
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eastern chapters,” Boldt claimed, “are yelling for something that 
will show the AFC is still aggressive and which will serve as a 
morale booster.’’®2 A national committee memorandum two weeks 
later confirmed the fact that, nationwide, “comparative inactivity is 
chafing at the members.’’53 i 

Plagued with the dissatisfaction and despair of the membership, 
New York America First leaders in late November abandoned their 
buoyantly optimistic postrepeal statements and set to work propos- 
ing new, affirmative actions to inspire their followers and caution 
the administration. Norman Thomas feared that some of the more 
irresponsible elements among the NYC-AFC membership might at- 
tempt “some foolish . . . ‘direct action’ .. . which could damage the 
cause” if aggressive new proposals were not forthcoming from the 
legitimate leadership. He suggested that the committee renew the 
drive for a national advisory referendum on the question of war 
versus peace, push for a formal congressional resolution opposing 
an AEF, and critically publicize Roosevelt’s newest appropriations 
request and “the dangerous Japanese situation.”54 The NYC-AFC 
executive committee, following a recommendation from treasurer 
H. Dudley Swim, voted to link together the names of Hitler, Stalin, 
Mussolini, and Roosevelt in future publicity and advertisements.** 

Amos Pinchot also posed several suggestions for America First 
actions in late November. Fearful that the administration planned to 
avoid the “old-fashioned” method of calling for a formal war decla- 
ration and to proceed immediately with unabashed warfare, Pinchot 
counseled that the AFC hire full-time, paid congressional lobbyists. 
He also advised a vigorous new series of speaking tours, scored the 
administration for “provoking a war with Japan,” and recommend- 
ed that the committee emphasize the fact that neutrality repeal gave 
the President the right, but not the duty, to send American ships into 
war zones. If Roosevelt sent ships to their doom, Pinchot asserted, 
the responsibility for loss of lives would rest “squarely on his shoul- 
ders, a responsibility he should not be permitted to shift.” Although 
Pinchot believed that the noninterventionist cause still might pre- 
vail if the public could be persuaded to direct its anger over ship 
sinkings at the President, he was not highly optimistic. “The Presi- 
dent is sitting on so many kegs of dynamite,” he admitted to several 
friends, “that I should think, on the law of averages, one might blow 
up in the near future.’’5¢ 

Many America First supporters, including Thomas, Pinchot, and 
New York executive secretary Edwin Webster, also favored the crea- 
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tion of an auxiliary committee of educators and ministers to call for 
a negotiated peace. The AFC national committee was proceeding 
with plans for such a surrogate when it was dissuaded by Lind- 
bergh. The American people had been led to hold an unrealistically 
optimistic view of England’s military position, the aviator coun- 
seled. Consequently, the only type of peace settlement that the peo- 
ple would accept “could not possibly last.”’57 

John Flynn, reviewing all of the suggestions for new America 
First activities in late November, found them inadequate. The com- 
mittee must take fundamental new directions, he asserted. Instead 
of hammering at symptoms and specifics of the intervention prob- 
lem, the AFC must work on establishing an overall public concep- 
tion of the hardships, realities, and disadvantages of war. One way 
to engender this public awareness, he maintained, was for the Amer- 
ica First movement to become temporarily silent and circumspect. 
“Murmurs, even loud wailings” of discontent against Roosevelt and 
war, he stated, were “coming from many quarters wholly uncon- 
nected with us.” He asserted that peace threatened “to bob up in 
London at any moment,” and he proposed that the explosive domes- 
tic and foreign situations be “allowed to boil up without any open 
and direct heat from us.’’58 

Another technique that Flynn suggested for achieving an in- 
creased public realization of the hardships of war was the creation 
of a professional publicity agency. This bureau, he recommended, 
could be funded by the AFC but remain publicly independent of 
committee ties. He would head the department, and would do “a 
propaganda job, or what might be called an educational job” on 
long-range issues connected with war and the economy. The regular 
America First publicity channels would continue to handle commit- 
tee responses to daily events. After hearing of Flynn’s new publicity 
idea, the AFC national committee decided to implement it, and 
General Wood personally pledged three thousand doliars for the 
fledgling agency’s first month of operation.*® 

Flynn immediately began his new bureau’s work by planning a 
series of articles and advertisements designed to demonstrate that 
despite the economic boom experienced by defense industries, war 
and war preparations were “‘not all skittles and beer.” He directed 
his appeals specifically at small businessmen, investors worried 
about inflation, and conservative, tax-conscious groups. He pointed 
to gasless Sundays and evenings, rising prices, tax increases, short- 
ages of priority items in some areas, and the looming specters of 
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wage controls and possible national bankruptcy. “It is difficult to 
escape the feeling that it is possible for a nation to go mad,” he 
admonished in one article. “The United States, which two years ago 
was fearful that a continuance of a WPA for America would sooner 
or later bankrupt us is now setting the stage to establish a WPA for 
the whole world.’’® In an advertisement entitled ““The Handwriting 
on the Wall,” Flynn depicted a small business establishment bear- 
ing a “Going Out of Business” sign.*! Recalling the slogan that “the 
customer is always right,” he also predicted a loss of freedom in the 
United States if the federal government became the chief consumer 
in a wartime economy.® 

Flynn’s economic offensive was apparently unnecessary, how- 
ever, aS prominent polls indicated that by late November 1941 a 
clear majority of the American people were already aware that war 
would bring severe hardships. Looking ahead to postwar condi- 
tions, Roper polls showed that sixty-nine percent believed that peo- 
ple would have to work harder, sixty percent thought that people 
would be paid less and that there would be “lots” of unemployment, 
and forty-three percent felt that prices would rise. Fifty-two percent 
of the American people were convinced that the postwar economic 
system would include governmental takeover of many formerly pri- 
vate services, but would still leave some room for private enterprise. 
An additional thirty-six percent believed that postwar America 
would see a semisocialized society that left very little room for the 
profit system. At the same time, Gallup and Roper polls indicated 
that an overwhelming majority of Americans were determined that 
Hitler should not prevail.® 

While Flynn pursued his special propaganda job following repeal 
of the Neutrality Act in November 1941, the AFC national commit- 
tee formulated plans for another new activity. The America First 
leadership decided to engage the committee on a nonpartisan basis 
in the congressional elections of 1942.64 While the AFC had pre- 
viously attempted to influence the votes of existing members of 
Congress, it had never entered the election process itself. In fact, the 
committee scrupulously strove to avoid political involvement, rea- 
soning that it might appear to be an anti-Roosevelt interest group 
and might thereby divide its heterogeneous membership.6® On 
many specific occasions, the strictly nonpolitical nature of America 
First was emphasized in both the national and the New York 
offices.®6 


Disagreement with directives to keep committee work faithfully 
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apolitical was voiced by many NYC-AFC leaders in the late summer 
and autumn of 1941. Brooklyn chairman William T. Leonard pro- 
posed at a national meeting in July that America First work to defeat 
any prowar member of Congress “because he is an interventionist, 
not because of his party.’’®? A few weeks later, General Wood con- 
tacted Webster, asking him to explore the possibility of getting 
Democratic candidate William O’Dwyer to turn the upcoming New 
York mayoralty race into a noninterventionist-interventionist fight 
with incumbent Fiorello La Guardia.®* Webster, along with Chester 
Bowles, favored the more radical step of transforming the AFC into 
a third political party. Webster envisioned the committee as the last 
bastion standing for free enterprise and strict constitutionalism 
against the “ravages” of the New Deal.®® Bowles, more centrist than 
Webster, predicted that, whether or not America entered the war, a 
vast disillusionment would sweep this country within a few years. 
The “honeymoon days of 1941,” he was convinced, would reap a 
bitter harvest among idle workers or returning soldiers and sailors. 
Therefore, he believed, the AFC should ready itself to assume a 
strong, steady, and healing position between the divided major 
parties.7° 

Perhaps more than any other New York leader, John Flynn fa- 
vored nonpartisan political involvement by the America First move- 
ment. He reasoned that the “unscrupulous” Roosevelt was 
manufacturing and exploiting war hysteria in order to continue his 
“gigantic spending spree.” Heavy spending kept the administration 
in power, Flynn postulated, and in straightforward political debates 
the American people should be informed of how they were being 
manipulated.7! By mid-September Flynn was formulating plans for 
a surrogate NYC-AFC women’s committee “as a device for the rep- 
resentatives of anti-war groups to function in a political way.’’’? The 
neutrality repeal battle, however, truly fueled his enthusiasm for 
political involvement. At the end of the fight, he wrote a personal 
note of thanks to each Northeastern member of Congress who voted 
with the noninterventionist position. Incensed at what he believed 
had been undue presidential pressure on congressmen, he then 
made an extensive analysis of those who voted with the administra- 
tion. After deducing a list of “wobbly” congressmen, he journeyed 
to Washington to study and lobby with each of these. He also direct- 
ed a new NYC-AFC organization drive for each congressional dis- 
trict where the representative voted for repeal.7* 

While alleged Rooseveltian pressure on members of Congress in 
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the neutrality repeal contest angered Flynn and inspired him to 
sharpen his political focus, so also did it prompt the long-discussed 
AFC national committee decision regarding political involvement. 
Stuart explained that the new position was necessary, because 
“fascism results when the legislative branch of government surren- 
ders to one man its power to make decisions for the people.”’”4 The 
America First action, he believed, would “serve as a warning to 
those who have slavishly supported the administration’s war policy 
against the will of their constituents.’’5 When national committee 
lawyer Clay Judson warned that AFC political involvement was 
illegal under the Federal Corrupt Practices Act, Stuart and Wood 
were undismayed. They began work on a technical reorganization of 
the committee that would have sidestepped the law, and invited 
Raymond Richmond, administrator of former President Herbert 
Hoover’s National Committee on Food for the Small Democracies, 
to come to Chicago and direct the new political program.76 

Northeastern America Firsters reacted overwhelmingly in favor of 
the committee’s political plans.77 A few, however, were skeptical or 
hostile. Norman Thomas resignedly termed the move “‘logical—al- 
most inevitable under the circumstances—but [it] will require con- 
siderable watching.”’’® Amos Pinchot was disappointed, feeling that 
the course was not one “that will inspire anybody. . . . It isn’t 
enough.’”® One national committee member from the Northeast, 
Mrs. Ellen French Vanderbilt FitzSimons of Rhode Island, resigned 
over the nonpartisan political decision because she was also a Re- 
publican national committeewoman.®° 

Flynn, “greatly pleased” by the new program, was convinced that 
it would “steam up our whole organization.”®! He plunged immedi- 
ately to work, having each New York City block catalogued and 
organized in the manner of the old Tammany machine.® He also 
examined the circumstances surrounding two upcoming congres- 
sional by-elections in Massachusetts and Connecticut, and he wrote 
General Wood of definite plans to involve the NYC-AFC in the latter 
race.*° He was determined, however, to oversee the political pro- 
gram carefully and personally. The new activity might attract “a 
considerable number of the hair-brained fringe [as well as]... even 
more dangerous recruits—gentlemen who are by no means hair- 
brained and know precisely what they want and who are 
professional.’’84 

The NYC-AFC’s political involvement was cut short, only a few 
days after Flynn officially began it, not by pernicious schemers but 
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by the Japanese attack upon Pearl Harbor. The raid, later denounced 
by many America Firsters as part of a presidential plot, was a com- 
plete shock at the time it occurred. In general, throughout 1941 the 
committee did not concern itself except to a minimum degree with 
Japan. A national speakers’ bureau manual advised AFC orators to 
emphasize the belief that “nations act in general in their own best 
interests. .. . [Japan] is not going to pull Germany’s chestnuts from 
the fire... . Obviously Japan . . . is not overly anxious to fight us.” 
The manual added, almost as an aside, that America would be at 
fault if war came with Japan.®5 Flynn and Burton Wheeler both 
believed that Japan, even if it captured the Dutch East Indies and 
Southeast Asia, would not likely attack the United States or with- 
hold the valuable tin and rubber of the new territories. Economic 
suicide for Japan and its dependents would result from either of 
these courses, they maintained.®¢ 

An intensification of America First interest in Japan had occurred 
in July, as Japanese forces occupied Indochina. Two years before, 
the President had placed a “moral embargo” on the export of muni- 
tions to Japan. This move was followed in 1940 by a formal prohibi- 
tion of the sale of scrap iron and steel to the Pacific island country, 
and in 1941 by the freezing of all Japanese assets in the United 
States. The July 1941 occupation of Indochina was met with a for- 
mal protest by the Roosevelt Administration, and the AFC grew 
concerned over the possibility of imminent war. The America First 
Committee passed a resolution opposing American armed conflict in 
the Pacific on the ground that war there would make adequate de- 
fense in the Atlantic more difficult.27 The New York executive com- 
mittee denounced the “dangerous . . . monstrous” proposition that 
America should “spill a drop of blood” to protect an area as “re- 
mote” as Indochina. Flynn declared further that France, England, 
and the United States, in professing an altruistic concern that South- 
east Asia not be colonized by Japan, were simply looking for an 
opportunity to exploit the region themselves.°® Norman Thomas 
concurred in Flynn’s beliefs, and added: “If we go to war over 
empire in southeastern Asia, neither our descendants nor history 
will forgive us.”’8® 

The flurry of interest in the Japanese situation waned by late 
August, however, and it did not reappear until late November. 
Flynn reported in his diary on August 30 that he was convinced that 
an arrangement between the United States and Japan was approach- 
ing. The two nations had been “brought . . . to their senses,” he 
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asserted, by the realization that “neither party can afford a war there 
[the Pacific], least of all us.”8° The fall from power of moderate 
Japanese Premier Konoye in mid-October elicited from Flynn only 
the brief comment that the “situation in Asia [is] deteriorating swift- 
ly.... Talk of war in Orient (about what no one knows).”®! Until the 
exhausting battle over repeal of the Neutrality Act was finished, 
America Firsters said no more about Japan. News of the termination 
of diplomatic negotiations between Secretary of State Cordell Hull 
and the Japanese in late November occasioned a spate of worried 
telegrams to chapter offices.22 Thomas and Pinchot expressed con- 
cern, and Flynn headlined the December 6 issue of the AFC Bulle- 
tin with the words: “Blame for Rift with Japan Rests on 
Administration.” Roosevelt’s and the State Department’s “inability 
or unwillingness” to adjust the Japanese question peacefully, Flynn 
accused, was producing an explosive situation.®? 

The AFC’s failure to perceive the severity of the impending crisis 
with Japan was quite similar to the lack of awareness of a majority of 
the American people. While some people did see a confrontation 
developing throughout 1941, a great number had no interest and no 
opinion concerning the Far Eastern situation. February Gallup 
polls revealed that sixty percent of the American people believed 
that this nation would be threatened if Japan seized Singapore and 
the Dutch East Indies, but only fifty-six percent thought the United 
States should take steps to prevent these actions and only thirty-nine 
percent felt that America should be willing to go to war over the 
issue. In the case of all questions involving Japan at this time, nearly 
twenty-five percent of the people had no opinion at all.® By early 
December sixty-nine percent believed that Japan should be stopped, 
even at the risk of war, but only fifty-two percent thought that war 
actually would result. Still, twenty percent held no opinions on the 
subject. Even two weeks after the Pearl Harbor attack, only fifteen 
percent of the American people saw Japan as a greater threat to this 
country’s future. Sixty-four percent believed that Germany posed a 
worse danger, and another fifteen percent perceived the threats as 
being equally bad.% 

The December 7 Pearl Harbor attack was immediately preceded 
by the appearance of a government report as bewildering as the 
attack, at that time, was surprising. Four days before the raid a copy 
of a secret government document labeled “Victory Program” was 
given to Senator Wheeler by a noninterventionist army officer. The 
report was a huge prospectus containing estimates of the manpower 
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and production requirements needed for the United States to defeat 
Germany and Italy in a global war. It recommended a total Ameri- 
can armed force of over ten million men. Wheeler was appalled. 
“The document,” he later confessed, “undercut the repeated state- 
ments of Roosevelt and his followers that repeal of the Neutrality 
Act, Lend-Lease, the Destroyer Deal, and similar measures would 
keep us out of the European conflict.”®* Wheeler contacted a trusted 
noninterventionist newspaper correspondent, Chesly Manly, and 
the two men released excerpts from the report to the Washington 
Times-Herald. 

When the newspaper account of the “Victory Program” reached 
the public on the morning of December 5, the nation’s capital was 
“stunned.” Work in government offices came to a virtual halt, as 
people sat reading the story. The officer responsible for writing the 
army portion of the report, Albert C. Wedemeyer, later admitted that 
he was frankly amazed to see his work published, and he termed the 
leak “political dynamite.” Secretary Stimson condemned those re- 
sponsible for the report’s publication as being guilty of a lack of 
“loyalty and patriotism,” and the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
began a search for the source of the revelations. The investigation 
bore no fruit, however, and Wheeler kept his secret for twenty-one 
years.97 

Two days after the publication of this startling government docu- 
ment, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. America Firsters, along 
with other citizens, were stunned and confused. The national uncer- 
tainty was exemplified by Lindbergh, who listed in his diary several 
unanswered questions as to the circumstances and severity of the 
raid and then confessed that he found it “impossible to keep my 
mind off the war or to concentrate.” He added that although he felt 
the United States had invited attack, there was “nothing to do under 
these circumstances but to fight.”” Wood was equally determined to 
retaliate against the Japanese, but he cynically maintained that Roo- 
sevelt had gotten this country into the war “through the back 
door.’®8 An even more skeptical Senator Gerald Nye of North Dako- 
ta was addressing an America First rally when news of the raid 
arrived. “It’s just what the British planned for us,” he quipped bit- 
terly.2° Wheeler put aside sarcasm and asserted simply: “Let’s lick 
hell out of them [the Japanese].’’1° 

The initial cynicism of some America First leaders regarding the 
Pearl Harbor attack was magnified in later years. Lindbergh, touring 
military installations in the Pacific during the war, spoke to some of 
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those present at the raid and gained the impression that the United 
States had been provoking war by dropping depth charges on Japa- 
nese submarines for several days before the attack.1°! Wheeler has 
stated that America might have avoided war “if the President had 
required Hull to negotiate seriously and realistically with the Japa- 
nese.’!92 Ruth Sarles, focusing on the administration’s November 
26 note demanding that Japan cease its conquests in China and 
elsewhere, has said that this note “could have been dispatched only 
with the full realization that... war was the only answer, 18 

The most censorious attitude struck in later years toward the Pearl 
Harbor attack, however, came from John Flynn. He provoked con- 
siderable controversy in the United States during 1944-45 with two 
scathing pamphlets. In these booklets Flynn argued that Roosevelt 
knew beforehand of the raid and deliberately allowed it to occur in 
order to galvanize popular sentiment for war. Flynn claimed credit 
for precipitating a second congressional investigation of the attack 
in late 1945 and early 1946. When the second probe again found the 
President blameless, a bitter Flynn maintained that “Pearl Harbor, 
which began as a military scandal . .. now comes to an end, as is 
befitting, as a legislative scandal.’’!4 At least one other America 
First leader, former national organization director Page Hufty, has 
said that he finds Flynn’s Pearl Harbor thesis “completely accu- 
rate.’ Hufty adds that he has had independent confirmation of Roo- 
sevelt’s culpability from a friend close to the former President.!% 

Flynn was much less trenchant regarding the Pearl Harbor attack 
at the time that it actually occurred, however.1°* He immediately 
announced his agreement with an AFC national committee state- 
ment calling for a declaration of war. He also directed all NYC-AFC 
activities to cease forthwith, decreed that chapter offices remain 
open only to transact business relating to liquidation, and returned 
all contributions received after December 7.1°7 He reaffirmed his 
belief in the noninterventionist cause, saying that history would 
vindicate the America First movement and that he did “not regret 
one hour, one minute of the fight we made.” Nevertheless, he now 
thought that the time for debate had passed, and that it was “the 
duty of every citizen to stand behind the government to the utter- 
most” in the prosecution of the war. In a radio speech entitled 
“Unity In Wartime,” Flynn asked only that the war be conducted “in 
the interest of American aims and ideals.” He wanted no secret 
treaties “committing America to imperialistic aims or vast burdens 
in other parts of the world,” no profiteering or suspension of civil 
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liberties, no extensive borrowing against the future, and a positive 
role for Congress in determining the nation’s long-range goals and 
policies. “We cannot for one moment lose sight of the fact that the 
war means for every one of us a period of sacrifice’ This is not the 
time . . . to be thinking about getting better prices ... wages . . . prof- 
its .. .to be grumbling over taxes or weeping over defeats.””198 

Flynn’s opinion that the America First movement should disband 
immediately and support the war effort sprang from several sources. 
The committee had been founded as a “temporary emergency orga- 
nization, not interested in [becoming a] permanent anti-war organi- 
zational entity.”1°® When Flynn agreed to join the group in August 
1940, Wood promised him that it would dissolve totally and imme- 
diately once its specific purpose of keeping the United States out of 
the European war was fulfilled or rendered impossible.1!° In the 
light of Pearl Harbor, Flynn was more than ever convinced that this 
policy was wise. The AFC’s membership was too diverse, he assert- 
ed, to agree upon any principles regarding the war effort or peace 
aims. Furthermore, he contended, continuation of the committee in 
any form would provide its enemies with an easy excuse to question 
its patriotism. “No matter what we would do or say, our motives 
would be misunderstood,” explained a Northeastern chapter chair- 
man in agreement with Flynn.!!1 Most important, however, Flynn 
feared that subversive, profascist elements in and around the NYC- 
AFC would attempt to “grab this movement, at least its machinery, 
when its war job is done.” Throughout 1941 Flynn lived “in contin- 
ual fear of the rise of some kind of fascist movement in América,” 
and he did not want a fumbling and divided wartime or postwar 
America First movement to be infiltrated and used as a fascist front 
group.1!2 

Flynn’s opinion that the America First movement should disband 
was by no means shared by all committee leaders, however. The 
congressional declaration of war voted at Roosevelt’s request on 
December 8 applied only to Japan. Germany and Italy did not in- 
voke the Tripartite Pact and join Japan in its struggle until three 
days later. During these three days the AFC underwent a deep inter- 
nal struggle to determine its future course. The committee debate 
centered around four options posed by Stuart: complete termination 
of the group, continued opposition to the war in Europe, trans- 
formation of America First into a civil defense service organization 
such as the Red Cross, or a brief adjournment with the intent to 
reactivate the committee as a political lobby. According to the last 
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possibility, the AFC might serve as a sentinel to assure civil liberties 
and the two-party system during wartime, to defeat Union Now (a 
New York movement advocating political and military union be- 
tween the United States and England), and to “express principles 
relative to the conduct of the war and the peace terms.’”!13 

The last option, the adjournment and reactivation idea, was over- 
whelmingly the most popular choice among Northeastern America 
Firsters. Pinchot, Webster, and Swim enthusiastically supported the 
concept, believing that anti-New Deal principles would be es- 
poused by the new AFC. Edith Newby, chairman of the Bergen 
County, New Jersey, chapter, spoke for many lesser committee 
members when she asked, “Why not a platform of national reforms? 
Why lose a great nucleus we have been building toward better con- 
stitutional government?’’!!4 In Chicago, General Wood had changed 
his mind and now believed that “our going into the war... should 
not mean the end of the committee, though our energies may have to 
be diverted into other channels.”’ Early on the morning of December 
11 he drafted a proposal recommending the adjournment alterna- 
tive.145 A few Northeastern committee leaders urged that America 
First treat the Japanese attack as a mere “incident,” and remain 
“steadfast against war,” but these activitsts were rare exceptions.116 
A somewhat larger minority agreed with Flynn’s position. 

The national committee ‘debate over the AFC’s future course, 
scheduled for the afternoon of December 11, took a surprising turn. 
The German and Italian declarations of war on the United States 
were received only moments before the meeting, and the commit- 
tee’s governing body was so shocked that it hurriedly voted for 
complete dissolution.1!7 Many leaders issued final statements pro- 
claiming their conviction that history would vindicate the America 
First cause. If the administration had followed the committee’s 
principles, maintained Wood, “war could have been avoided, and 
America and the world would have benefitted. . . . Our principles 
were right . . . and are right today. . . . We firmly believe that history 
will prove that we were right.”!18 Chester Bowles asserted that the 
President had led the country into “an unrealistic policy” that could 
have but one result. “In the future,” he argued, “the exact point at 
which the explosion took place will not seem important. ... lam as 
confident as I have ever been in my life that the future will prove the 
rightness of the policies” of the AFC.118 Norman Thomas was so 
convinced of the veracity of the noninterventionist position that in 
early 1942 he helped to found the Provisional Committee Toward a 
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Democratic Peace. This group, a technical reformation of the Keep 
America Out of War Congress, strove to protect civil liberties during 
wartime, assure an equal distribution of the economic burdens of 
war, and arrange an early negotiated peace between the Allied and 
Axis powers.120 

Following the decision to disband completely, the AFC remained 
in existence only for the few months that it needed to liquidate. 
Chapter records were called in to Chicago headquarters for safe- 
keeping, and recalcitrant local organizations were reminded that “if 
... part of our files are missing or are inaccessible, they [present and 
future investigators] can always say, ‘We couldn’t tell that you 
weren't subversive, etc.’ ”!21 Where chapters were laggard in dis- 
solving, field representatives were advised to contact Flynn for 
“plenty of arguments in case you do not already have enough of 
your own. ??2 In the end, all save a few local organizations cooperat- 
ed.123 Flynn shipped eleven cases of NYC-AFC records to Chicago, 
but, still fearful of subversive interest in the committee, stipulated 
that no one be allowed to inspect them.124 General Wood first secret- 
ly stored all America First records in a Sears, Roebuck and Company 
warehouse, but in mid-1942 donated them to the Hoover Library at 
Stanford University in California. This institution was chosen be- 
cause Stanford’s president, Ray Lyman Wilbur, had been a strong 
committee supporter and former President Hoover was the univer- 
sity’s board chairman. In the interests of national unity, Wood di- 
rected that the AFC papers be closed to research for the duration of 
the war.125 

During the last four months of 1941, John Flynn had played a 
crucial role in America First affairs. The period was a stormy and 
confusing one, and many new decisions faced the committee. A 
spate of explosive shipping incidents, Roosevelt’s shoot-on-sight or- 
der, and the repeal of the crucial portions of the Neutrality Act of 
1939 combined to shake AFC confidence deeply. Leaders realized 
that the committee must engage in affirmative new programs or for- 
feit its role as chief spokesman of the noninterventionist cause. De- 
cisions were made to pursue nonpartisan political involvement and 
to have Flynn operate a special publicity bureau, but these new 
initiatives were cut short by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 
The raid, a shock to most America Firsters, provoked a sharp debate 
over the future of the committee. In the end, startling international 
developments and not Flynn’s fears of subversive infiltration 
prompted the AFC decision to disband. When Flynn sent the sealed 
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New York chapter records to Chicago and terminated his full-time 
work in the committee’s Manhattan headquarters in late December 
1941, he was convinced that any “‘hair-brained”’ attempts to contin- 
ue and subvert a wartime America First movement had “died aborn- 
ing.”126 Though he never admitted it publicly, Flynn had been 
plagued since the birth of the NYC-AFC by worries over chapter 
infiltration by profascist and anti-Semitic elements. 
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Anti-Semitism and Profascism 
in the NYC-AFC: 
Fact and Fiction 


The New York chapter of the America First Committee encoun- 
tered the most severe and persistent attempts at infiltration by anti- 
Semitic and profascist elements of any chapter in the entire America 
First movement. Although some permeation by undesirables did 
occur, these groups never gained a significant or controlling influ- 
ence in any portion of the chapter. Far more pressure on the NYC- 
AFC and its ability to function as a viable agent of the noninterven- 
tionist cause was exerted by the accusations of anti-Semitism and 
profascism that were directed against the committee. As assistant 
national organization director Harry Schnibbe has said, the New 
York chapter became a nationwide “target for abuse. .. . It was 
smeared... imputed... [and] accused of every imaginable ‘ism.’ ”! 
Slurs against the NYC-AFC’s tolerance and patriotism emboldened 
the area’s actual “hate groups” to seek an active role in chapter 
affairs.2 A more serious consequence of the charges, however, was 
their effect upon John Flynn. “‘No one will [ever] know,” he lament- 
ed in June 1941, “what... odium has been heaped upon honorable 
men and women begause they dared to lift their voices for peace and 
for our country.’ While the AFC national committee often refused 
to dignify the assaults made against it with replies, Flynn waged an 
exhaustive personal crusade to defend the America First reputation. 
As 1941 progressed, he found himself spending more time refuting 
recriminations than creatively espousing the noninterventionist 


cause.4 
Flynn’s policy throughout his tenure as NYC-AFC chairman was 
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stricter than that of the national committee in regard to screening the 
membership for undesirable elements. The chronically understaffed 
Chicago headquarters required only that each prospective member 
sign a pledge promising that he or she was not afhliated with any 
pro-Nazi or Communist groups.*® Furthermore, all donations of one 
hundred dollars or more were investigated before they were accept- 
ed. Harried national chairman Robert E. Wood believed that the 
committee’s best protection against subversive infiltration was a re- 
liable, intelligent, and experienced chapter leader.® Flynn, taking 
his mandate from Wood very seriously, maintained tight personal 
control over the NYC-AFC. He attempted to preserve the chapter’s 
integrity by dominating the selection of branch chairmen and then 
holding these lieutenants personally responsible for the probity of 
their respective memberships. Many persons who did apply for lo- 
cal memberships or who sent contributions were spurned on the 
grounds of affiliation with undesirable groups.7 

Flynn was most particularly on guard against a small number of 
militantly anti-Semitic groups. Drawing their membership from the 
lowest economic classes, these organizations also espoused a con- 
fused version of “egalitarian” fascism. They saw potential advan- 
tage to themselves in any new order. Chief among these groups was 
the German-American Bund, founded by Fritz Kuhn and now led 
from its New York headquarters by G. Wilhelm Kunze. Another 
noteworthy hate group, headed by Edward James Smythe, was an 
Eastern affiliate of Detroit radio priest Charles Coughlin’s Christian 
Front. Joseph McWilliams’ American Destiny Party in New York 
also claimed a Coughlin tie. In addition to these organizations, Wil- 
liam Dudley Pelley’s Silver Shirts, the Ku Klux Klan, and a surfeit of 
smaller groups plagued the NYC-AFC. Flynn publicly maintained 
that these societies and their leaders were “literally nobodies—peo- 
ple without following who command no support. .. . We would 
have been mad to have either sought or accepted the support of such 
groups. ® He also labeled all suggestions that America First in New 
York was seriously affected by these organizations “an outrageous 
falsehood.’’® Nevertheless, these groups did have some following, 
although the extent of it is not easily judged, and Flynn did worry 
privately about their infiltration into his chapter.1° 

Other AFC leaders were, in later years, more candid in admitting 
that some degree of subversive penetration of Northeastern America 
First units did occur. However, they asserted, the extent of the infil- 
tration was not serious. Senator Burton K. Wheeler acknowledged 


122 


that “the haters were as hard as maggots to shake off,” and Ruth 
Sarles agreed that some anti-Semites and profascists managed to 
“wriggle like termites” into the NYC-AFC.1! New York chapter staff 
members Robert Bliss and Edward Atwell, as well as Eastern re- 
gional field representative Joseph Boldt and Boston AFC co-chair- 
man Paul Killiam, all granted that undesirable infiltration did take 
place. They cited rapid committee growth, inexperienced personnel, 
and tough persistence by the subversives as the major contributing 
factors.1? Socialist leader Norman Thomas also conceded that un- 
savory elements tried repeatedly to join the NYC-AFC, but he main- 
tained that the chapter did “a great job of keeping its hands clean.”13 
NYC-AFC executive secretary Edwin Webster remained as steadfast 
as Flynn in denying any permeation.4 

Objective evidence of subversive infiltration into America First in 
New York is available, but a thorough examination of the facts re- 
veals that such penetration was extremely slight. The most notorious 
case was that of Laura Ingalls, famous in 1935 as the first woman to 
pilot a nonstop transcontinental airplane flight. Ingalls became a 
frequent orator for the NYC-AFC, and although Flynn barred her as 
a speaker in the fall of 1941 because of her “foolish and irresponsi- 
ble remarks,” she continued as a member until dissolution. In Feb- 
ruary 1942 Flynn was shocked and dismayed to learn of her 
conviction for having failed to register as a paid agent of the German 
government. At her trial Ingalls aggravated her damage to the AFC 
reputation by revealing that her superior in the German embassy in 
Washington, Baron von Gienanth, had told her that “the best thing 
you can do for our cause is to continue to promote America First.” A 
leading American news magazine commented that it was “impos- 
sible to avoid the conclusion that the [Ingalls] trial was a severe 
indictment of the America First Committee.”!5 In another sensa- 
tional 1942 trial an aide to Hamilton Fish, the NYC-AFC’s greatest 
champion in the House of Representatives, was convicted of help- 
ing a paid German agent in New York to distribute pro-Nazi propa- 
ganda. The aide, George Hill, had conducted his illicit activities 
without the knowledge of Fish or Flynn, but still the America First 
name was further damaged.'® 

On an unknown number of occasions concentrated subversive 
infiltration into various parts of the NYC-AFC on the grassroots 
level was temporarily successful. In one such case, Flynn revoked 
the charter of the Forest Hills-Kew Gardens unit of the Queens 
AFC because several locally prominent Christian Fronters had 
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gained control.!7 In other cases, Joseph Boldt simply reorganized 
some of the local units in Connecticut and elsewhere in order to 
shake out Christian Front lieutenants.18 In the early, formative stage 
of the Philadelphia AFC, Flynn intervened through national head- 
quarters to cancel a rally at which Edward James Smythe was sched- 
uled to speak.1® At a later time, Flynn and national executive 
director Robert D. Stuart took strong action to prevent two local 
Coughlinites from speaking at a Brooklyn AFC rally.?° 

Despite the fact that actual subversive permeation of the NYC- 
AFC was minimal, the committee was beset by a cannonade of 
accusations of anti-Semitism and profascism. Many noninterven- 
tionists, although they expressed “amazement” at the time the as- 
saults began, later came to believe that such attacks were 
“inevitable.” Speaking of the committee’s early reputation, Univer- 
sity of Chicago vice president and leading AFC spokesman William 
‘Benton has maintained: “It never occurred to any of us that we had 
any taint on us.’?! Ruth Sarles found the barrage of accusations 
predictable “because it was to Germany’s advantage for the United 
States to stay out of war.” In addition to this factor, New York’s 
reputation as the “melting-pot city” gave powerful impetus to ru- 
mors that the NYC-AFC was a collection of hyphenated Americans 
who did not have the best interests of their new land at heart.22 
Flynn explained the slurs against his chapter by asserting simply 
that they were “too good a weapon, however disreputable a one, for 
them [the interventionists] to overlook.”’23 

The presence of a massive number of accusations of profascism 
and anti-Semitism soon affected America First decisions and ac- 
tions. In December 1940, for fear of aggravating Jewish groups al- 
ready suspicious of the movement, the AFC asked Henry Ford to 
withdraw as one of the original national committee members. Ford 
was well known for the anti-Semitic views expressed in his publica- 
tion, the Dearbom Independent. Six months after requesting his 
resignation, the AFC also rejected a gift of two hundred and fifty 
thousand dollars from Ford. By late 1941 America Firsters, espe- 
cially those in New York, were “everywhere on the defensive, ex- 
plaining that they were not Nazis.” As historian Geoffrey Smith has 
pointed out, the verbal assaults and “the very existence of an extre- 
mist fringe [Bundists, Christian Fronters, etc.] .. . and the latter’s 
support” thrust an extra obligation on the America First movement. 
Constant criticism and the need to respond to it and defend the 
committee’s integrity overwhelmed AFC leaders and achieved its 
aim of hampering the organization.?5 
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To John Flynn, the plethora of accusations against America First 
and the committee’s inability to respond adequately to all of them 
were tragic. The attacks were made, he charged, “primarily to rouse 
the Jewish population in New York . . . against our committee. . . . 
There is not the slightest doubt that they succeeded.” Unfortunate- 
ly, he believed, Jewish people and other minority groups that 
shunned the noninterventionist movement because of the slurs of 
intolerance against the AFC and other antiwar groups would be the 
ones to suffer most if war came. War would bring such hardships 
and disillusionment to the United States that a wave of conservatism 
and scapegoating, similar to the Red Scare and the resurgence of the 
Ku Klux Klan immediately following World War I, would sweep the 
nation. Jewish people especially, he maintained in 1941, had al- 
ready begun to suffer the effects of intolerance by becoming the 
“football” of both sides of the Great Debate in their accusations 
against each other. Flynn was joined in this analysis by Norman 
Thomas who asserted that war would “unleash the dreadful forces 
of bigotry” in America.2® Consequently, when the three top Jewish 
members of the NYC-AFC staff resigned in early 1941 because of a 
charge that Flynn was “determined to work with everybody,” pre- 
sumably including Nazis and Communists, in the antiwar struggle, 
the chapter chairman was sad, angry, and filled with foreboding.27 

At the same time that Flynn was experiencing the first wave of 
Jewish resignations and criticism, the NYC-AFC was under attack 
on at least two other grounds. The first charge concerned catering 
inflammatory rallies to hatemongering audiences, and the other ac- 
cusation stated that the committee was accepting Nazi money. Im- 
mediately following the NYC-AFC’s first large rally, held in Febru- 
ary 1941 to protest the Lend-Lease bill, prominent local interven- 
tionists and prowar committees launched pointed assaults based on 
the nature of the rally crowd. Leaders of New York’s “hate groups” 
had been present, the interventionists contended, and the audience 
booed the names of Roosevelt and Churchill. “The so-called patriots 
who spoke at tonight’s [NYC-AFC] meeting . . . proved beyond a 
doubt . . . that intentionally or not .. . the America First Committee 
[spokesmen are] .. . making their appeal to the Nazis, Fascists, 
Communists, and. their fellow-travelers in this city,” charged Frank 
Kingdon and Herbert Bayard Swope, leaders of the New York Com- 
mittee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies (CDAAA).?8 Norman 
Thomas, a featured speaker at the rally, defended the crowd as being 
“mixed and representative ... genuinely American ... whether Mr. 
Joe McWilliams [of the profascist American Destiny Party] was 
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there or not.”2® Flynn and Webster, under questioning from Stuart, 
readily admitted that some “unsavory characters” were present at 
the rally. The two NYC-AFC leaders could no more control the 
attendance of undesirables, they maintained, than prevent prowar 
advocates from picketing the chapter’s large public meetings. “This 
is simply the type of thing we have to face here in New York,” 
Webster concluded philosophically.*° 

As the year progressed NYC-AFC rallies were continually criti- 
cized because locally prominent subversives often attended.*! 
Charles Lindbergh, a frequent America First speaker in New York, 
often took it upon himself to defend the meeting crowds. The peo- 
ple were “an unusually good cross section . . . far above the average 
of New York,” he stated. The opposition press, he asserted, deliber- 
ately “picks out and emphasizes the radical and fanatical types who 
attend.’’32 Shortly before the May anticonvoy rally, Wood instruct- 
ed Flynn to make a public repudiation of Nazi, Communist, Bund- 
ist, and other undesirable support for the AFC. The New York 
chairman arrived at the meeting to find Joseph McWilliams seated 
in a front row and surrounded by photographers. “I don’t know 
whose stooge he is,” thundered Flynn from the platform, “but 
newspapermen can always find him where they want him.” A long 
and impassioned denunciation of subversive America First support- 
ers followed, and even vitriolic NYC-AFC critic and author John 
Roy Carlson (Avedis Derounian) later admitted that Flynn’s sinceri- 
ty was “unmistakable.”8 

In addition to imputations against its rally crowds, however, the 
New York chapter and the entire America First movement was 
plagued in early 1941 by allegations that it accepted Nazi money. 
On New Year’s Day, the New York Herald-Tribune challenged both 
the CDAAA and the AFC to publish a complete list of their donors 
of one hundred dollars or more. The CDAAA agreed almost immedi- 
ately, but the America First national executive committee decided 
that “since in some communities the issue of ‘war or peace’ has 
become so surcharged with emotion,” it would be unfair to release 
contributors’ names without first seeking individual permission.34 
Requests for individual authorization, unfortunately, were denied 
in nearly one-third of the cases. Those donors who refused, many 
from the “interventionist capital” of New York, explained that 
“intolerable business and social pressure would .. . result” from 
disclosure.*> Flynn, convinced that the interventionist New York 
Herald-Tribune had issued the challenge simply to “intimidate po- 
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tential contributors,” refused to reveal any of the NYC-AFC’s large 
donors except to authorized government bodies.3¢ 

Prowar leaders responded to the AFC refusal of complete cooper- 
ation with vehement charges that the committee was hiding embar- 
rassing foreign contributions. CDAAA national chairman Ernest 
Gibson announced that “pro-Nazi organizations are out soliciting 
support for the America First Committee. . . . If the supporters [of 
the AFC]... are so pure and holy, why are they afraid?”’3? Presiden- 
tial aide Robert Sherwood, the CDAAA’s largest donor, charged that 
“as long as any contributors to the America First Committee are 
ruled by this fear of exposure, the committee itself will remain un- 
der suspicion of enjoying the support of those who believe, not in 
putting America first, but in making America next.’’38 

NYC-AFC supporters defended the committee with stinging of- 
fensives, but their efforts did little to clear the air of charges. New 
York executive committee member Amos Pinchot asked how Sher- 
wood could accuse another group of secrecy and deception when he 
was part of an administration and a committee that were attempting 
to “sneak’’ this nation into war.3® A Jewish NYC-AFC supporter, 
Sidney Hertzberg, also lashed out against the interventionists: “I 
have seen,” Hertzberg maintained, “the way pressure is put upon 
members of this committee and upon persons who sympathize with 
its point of view but are afraid to say so publicly, particularly Jews. I 
therefore think that General Wood’s insistence that contributors first 
be asked was reasonable and justifiable, although I knew from the 
beginning that the committee’s enemies would make hay.”4° How- 
ever, as late as October Interior Secretary Harold Ickes was still 
asserting that the America First movement was financed, at least 
partially, by Nazi money.*! 

Not long after the worst of the donors’ controversy quieted in mid- 
March 1941, the accusation was made that Flynn termed “the most 
shocking . . . of all the outrageous smears” against the AFC. The 
new charges appeared in the pamphlet “America First: The Nazi 
Transmission Belt,” published by a New York interventionist group 
called Friends of Democracy. Aside from several allegations of overt 
collaboration between the AFC and various Nazi officials and pro- 
fascist groups, the tract suggested that the committee might be an 
unwitting tool of nazism. “Thus, it [the AFC] is more effective than 
any Nazi agent or organization for it does not bear the stigma of an 
alien loyalty,” the pamphlet argued.4? To many moderate Americans 
unwilling to believe that reputable people such as Flynn and Wood 
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were fascist converts, this last imputation of unintentional duping 
and Nazi collusion was the most plausible one advanced thus far 
against America First. 

The question of a response to this difficult charge produced a split 
in AFC ranks. The leader of Friends of Democracy, Leo Birkhead, 
was “a very disreputable character,” the America First national 
executive committee stated. “It would just play into his hands to 
dignify such a communication [the pamphlet] with a reply, because 
all that he wants is publicity.’’43 Flynn disagreed. Several respected 
national personalities, including the eminent philosopher John 
Dewey, were members of Friends of Democracy’s board of direc- 
tors, and Flynn feared that the presence of these names would lend 
credibility to Birkhead’s accusations. The New York chairman 
moved quickly to secure telegrams repudiating the tract from sever- 
al of the interventionist board members. One such telegram that 
greatly pleased Flynn was from writer Will Durant: “The notion 
that every opponent of America’s entry into the war is a Nazi agent is 
a disgrace to the American reputation of fair play.’’44 

The response that hurt and embittered Flynn more than any other 
came from John Dewey. “The actual text [of the pamphlet] say[s] 
America First Committee is used as [a] ‘Nazi Transmission Belt,’ 
which cannot be denied,” the philosopher maintained in response 
to Flynn’s original query. The New York chairman read Dewey’s 
‘communication with “amazement.” He wrote the philosopher a 
long letter explaining his belief that American participation in the 
war would “crush and crack up and enervate our own social struc- 
ture so that the next chapter here will be fascism.”” He asked Dewey 
to consider the AFC’s concern for the preservation of civil liberties 
in this country, and warned him that if war came, “every [liberal] 
principle that you . . . have fought for all your life . . . will go into the 
scrap-heap.” He pleaded with the philosopher not to join the 
“witch-hunt on Americans who are struggling to keep this country 
out of war,” and to “accord to men like me .. . the intellectual 
integrity and moral fibre not to be used as a transmission belt by .. . 
anybody.” Flynn summarized his growing sorrow and disgust at the 
acerbity of the charges against America First by asserting that he 
would preserve Dewey’s letter “as one of my melancholy souvenirs 
of this wretched era.”45 Dewey responded that he did not like the 
“catchword ‘America First.’ It’s too much like the nationalism that 
is a great cause of the war.” He maintained that he had not meant to 
imply to Flynn that the AFC was deliberately collaborating with 
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Nazis, but held firmly to his original contention that “others were 
using it in that way.’’46 . 

Following the “Nazi Transmission Belt” episode and partially as 
a result of it, the New York America First Committee began to have 
added difficulties with eager subversives. Hearing their names men- 
tioned in connection with the committee emboldened undesirables 
to establish firm connections. In late April the official newspaper of 
the German-American Bund, the Free American and Deutscher 
Weckruf und Beobachter, openly urged its readers to join the NYC- 
AFC. Flynn responded with an emphatic letter to Bund president G. 
Wilhelm Kunze, affirming that America First did not want “men 
who support the philosophy of Hitler’s government, because we do 
not believe them to be good Americans.’’47 Shortly thereafter Flan- 
ders Hall Publishing Company, a firm registered with the State De- 
partment as a German-supported propaganda organization, 
published a book bearing the large cover imprint: “A Flanders Hall- 
America First Book.” Company president S. H. Hauck wrote Flynn, 
asking him to assist in distribution of the book. The AFC had no 
knowledge of, or connection with, this or any other project of the 
company, and both Flynn and Wood wrote to Hauck demanding 
that this false impression be corrected.48 

Father Coughlin’s organization also increased its attempts to in- 
filtrate America First in the summer of 1941, and an incident having 
disastrous consequences to the committee’s reputation occurred. 
General Wood ordered out of a Chicago AFC rally some men trying 
to sell Coughlin’s magazine, Social Justice. “We don’t want you in 
America First,’ Wood angrily explained to the men. Shortly after- 
ward Social Justice featured an article treating Wood’s rejection as 
an example of religious discrimination. The AFC national chairman 
became fearful of alienating either Roman Catholics as a whole or 
those among Coughlin’s supporters who were naive, unprejudiced, 
and attracted simply to the radio priest’s economic appeals. As a 
result, he sent an ambiguous letter to Social Justice stating that he 
“welcomed” the support of Coughlin followers “in our common 
objective—preventing the country from getting into war.” When 
Social Justice triumphantly printed this letter in late July, along 
with similar correspondence from Lulu Wheeler, wife of Senator 
Burton K. Wheeler and an official of the Washington AFC, Flynn 
was aghast.4® He was sure that the “ill-advised” letters would be 
construed as an open invitation to pernicious Coughlinites in the 
East who already had given him considerable trouble. 
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The Social Justice letters invited not only increased attempts at 
infiltration but massive criticism of the AFC. Norman Thomas 
joined the official Socialist Party condemnation of the communica- 
tions, terming them “indefensible, even if they were made to answer 
a charge of religious discrimination. Father Coughlin and Social 
Justice do not speak for a religious movement.”*° Thomas further 
demanded a private meeting with Wood and Stuart, and warned 
them that in the Northeast there was “pretty strong unfavorable 
reaction to America First” because of the two letters. “I do think we 
have to lean over backward not to aggravate . . . this anti-Semitic 
issue,” he cautioned the two Chicago leaders.5! Liberal journalist 
Dorothy Dunbar Bromley resigned her position on the NYC-AFC 
sponsoring committee as a result of the Social Justice letters. “I 
could not keep my self-respect and be associated with any antiwar 
group that embraces totalitarian-inspired elements. .. . You, for the 
sake of rolling up a mass membership . . . invite either openly ... or 
indirectly . .. the support of anti-Semites who have only cheers for 
Hitler,” she reproached Flynn. The New York chapter chairman, 
dismissing Bromley’s charges as “wholly inadequate,” maintained 
that she was allowing an isolated incident to “obscure the main 
objective” of keeping out of war.5? 

As pressure from subversive elements increased in the spring and 
summer of 1941, accusations against the AFC from all sectors of the 
Great Debate mounted sharply. Criticisms from liberal noninterven- 
tionists such as Bromley and Thomas were drowned out by more 
vicious denunciations from American Communists after Hitler’s 
June 21 invasion of the Soviet Union. In a large rally in New York’s 
Madison Square Garden in July the American Communist Party 
called for the defeat of Hitler’s “friends in the United States, the 
Lindberghs, Hoovers, Wheelers, Norman Thomases, and all other 
appeasing Munich-men.” In August William Z. Foster, party chair- 
man, vilified the AFC as “‘traitorous.”” America Firsters, glad to be 
rid of their Communist “supporters,” now parried interventionist 
charges that profascists attended AFC rallies by citing instances of 
Communist attendance at prowar meetings. “Those who have been 
crying that the AFC has been giving comfort to Hitler, may now 
very justly be accused of giving comfort to Stalin if they continue to 
urge us into war,’ gloated NYC-AFC staff member Richards 
Emerson.* 

The most damaging attacks against America First in the spring 
and summer of 1941, however, came from “respectable” and well- 
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known interventionists. In April Secretary Ickes charged that the 
AFC was composed of “anti-democrats, appeasers, labor baiters, 
and anti-Semites.”54 In August James Shoidaus official of the New 
York prowar Fight for Freedom committee, asserted that “America 
First is only a thinly disguised front for Adolf Hitler. . . . America 
First should be destroyed along with Hitler.” Frank Kingdon, New 
York CDAAA leader, argued that leading AFC spokesmen “should 
be muzzled,” and former city magistrate Joseph Goldstein contend- 
ed that the antiwar committee was “merely a cloak for Nazi propa- 
ganda.” He demanded Flynn’s removal from the New York City 
Board of Higher Education because of his connection with America 
First.55 Unpleasant incidents also increased around the Northeast, 
as Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh, Ohio University, 
and Ebbets Field in Brooklyn all denied the AFC permission to hire 
space for speakers. In the Ebbets Field case, Brooklyn Dodgers’ 
president Larry MacPhail declared that he had “no use for... 
Colonel Lindbergh, Senators Wheeler and Nye, the German-Ameri- 
can Bund, the Christian Front ... or Adolf Hitler. I believe the 
propaganda which these groups and individuals are sponsoring is 
extremely dangerous in this emergency.”5® 

The reactions of New York America First leaders to the unpleas- 
ant accusations and incidents throughout the spring and summer 
were varied but generally subdued. William T. Leonard, Brooklyn 
AFC chairman, responded to the Ebbets Field episode by scoring it 
as “a sample of the intolerance which has led to the whole campaign 
of smearing those Americans who want to save America from a 
foreign war... a totalitarian idea.”5’ Flynn had come to believe that 
the incessant obloquies against the committee were merely “red 
herrings” designed to shift attention away from the force of the 
AFC’s arguments. He answered the wave of verbal abuse in August 
with a calm statement: “Once and for all let it be said that the charge 
that the AFC is anti-Semitic is a shameful calumny and is made 
merely to injure the committee.’®8 He confided ironically in his 
diary that it looked.as if “the warmakers have been caught in the 
fires of their own hysteria. . . declaring that . . . [America First] 
should be muzzled. .. . Pretty exhibition. I wonder what process 
they would use—the concentration camp? How does this differ from 
Hitler?’’5® 

Despite their rather restrained rhetoric, Flynn and others were 
chafing bitterly at the flood of accusations. The New York chairman 
received “a flock” of anonymous, denunciatory letters every day, 
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and he admitted that “gibes and hostile criticism’ were his daily 
diet. There was “scarcely anybody . . . actively connected” with the 
NYC-AFC “‘about whom I have not heard the most outrageous sto- 
ries,” he revealed sourly.®° In addition to disparagement from the 
outside, Flynn earned almost constant censure from America First 
members who wanted a more vigorous response to the attacks. One 
Queens member warned that “the tolerant attitude” assumed by 
Wood, Flynn, and Webster “in failing to demand retraction of these 
statements has been the cause of wide discussion of members of 
AFC.’ During the summer of 1941, Flynn consequently began to 
amass evidence in a thorough study of the sources of interventionist 
charges against America First.6 Before his investigation could bear 
fruit, however, he saw the public initiative in answering criticisms 
seized dramatically away from him by Charles Lindbergh. 

Lindbergh’s personal views and some of his actions had made his 
noninterventionist beliefs controversial even before he became as- 
sociated with the AFC. He voted for Herbert Hoover in 1932 because 
he feared that the New Deal would be socialistic and he did not 
“trust’’ Roosevelt. The President was “unstable,” Lindbergh was 
convinced, and possessed the dangerous “ability to persuade him- 
self that whatever he wants himself is also to the best interests of the 
country.” The aviator was sure that Roosevelt “would, consciously 
or unconsciously, like to take the center of the world stage away 
from Hitler.’’®? On a complimentary tour of the German Luftwaffe 
in the late 1930s Lindbergh gained “disturbing insight into the mag- 
nitude of Hitler’s intentions.” Like Flynn, the aviator believed that 
Hitler wanted to expand eastward into the Soviet Union. Lindbergh 
warned the countries of western Europe to rearm defensively as a 
preventive measure, but he urged them not to intervene in Ger- 
many’s offensive against Stalin.64 He viewed the French and British 
intervention against Hitler in 1939 as “one more of those age-old 
struggles ...a war of politics and possession.’’®& 

Lindbergh’s methods of emphasis and expression caused him to 
be labeled a racist and a defeatist by many persons. He spoke often 
of the glories of “Western civilization,” and he advocated that Amer- 
icans not “dissipate our strength, or help Europe dissipate hers [in 
war]... . It is only by [peaceful] cooperation that we can maintain 
the supremacy of Western civilization.”®¢ War would bring “‘race 
riots, revolution, destruction . . . to our race, or culture, or whatever 
you want to call it.”’67 It was foolish, he maintained, for “Western 
nations,” including the United States, England, and Germany, “‘to 
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carry on a prostrating war mene themselves.” Such a course would 
make them too weak “‘to resist” Russia and the other nations of “the 
East.’’®* Lindbergh also openly predicted a British defeat through- 
out 1941. American interventionists, he contended, failed to recog- 
nize the extent of the “decadence in England or the virility in 
Germany.”®? He militantly attacked prowar advocates, charging that 
they gave “comfort to the enemy .. . for their policy has led to the 
defeat of every country that follaweed their advice since this war 
began.”’7° 

As a blunt speaker Lindbergh sewnavated many people inside and 
outside the America First movement. He readily admitted that he 
did not intend to have his thoughts or expressions “held back by the 
question of influencing the mass of people.” Furthermore he thor- 
oughly distrusted the press, and believed that it would distort his 
statements to the point of being inflammatory no matter how tactful 
he might try to be.7! Consequently, he refused to heed repeated 
requests from Norman Thomas to modify and clarify his racial and 
religious views. The distraught Thomas, under heavy criticism from 
Socialists and liberals for appearing with Lindbergh on America 
First speaking platforms, ruefully complained to General Wood that 
it was “an enormous pity that . . . [Lindbergh] will not take the 
advice on public relations which he would expect an amateur in 
aviation to take from an expert.”’7? 

Lindbergh’s most controversial step before joining the AFC was 
the acceptance of an honorary medal from German Field Marshal 
Hermann Goering in 1938. The decoration was presented without 
warning at a dinner in the American embassy in Berlin shortly after 
the Munich Pact. He accepted the medal, Lindbergh later recalled, 
because at the time “‘there was a decided effort to improve the rela- 
tionships between European countries in the hope of avoiding 
war.” When the decoration became the grounds for many accusa- 
tions of German sympathy during 1941, the aviator refused to return 
it. It had been given “in times of peace and as a gesture of friend- 
ship,” he maintained, and returning it could have “‘no constructive 
effect.’’73 

The very act of Lindbergh’s joining the AFC national committee 
in April 1941, over the objections of some of America First’s Jewish 
advisers, increased the controversy surrounding him.’4 The aviator’s 
partisans rejoiced: Ruth Sarles stated that “the anti-war forces now 
had a popular hero, and the AFC was incalculably strengthened.” 
William Benton was convinced that “Lindbergh in a certain sense 
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gave it a character, a uniqueness. He brought something extra 
...and gave a kind of lift to the group.” Wood was so happy about 
the aviator’s connection with America First that he repeatedly urged 
him to become national chairman.75 However, Lindbergh’s addition 
caused many problems for the NYC-AFC’s reputation for anti-Semi- 
tism and profascism, even though the flier never officially joined the 
chapter. He was associated with the NYC-AFC in the public eye 
because he lived on Long Island at the time and he delivered three 
of his twelve major America First addresses before the committee’s 
New York rallies. Flynn’s Manhattan headquarters also handled 
Lindbergh’s nonpersonal correspondence for much of the year.”® 

The principal early damage done by Lindbergh to the NYC-AFC’s 
reputation for being anti-Semitic and profascist came because of his 
previous connection with a disreputable noninterventionist group 
called the No Foreign Wars Committee (NFWC). The NFWC exist- 
ed briefly for the five months following November 1940, and it was 
directed from its New York headquarters by Verne Marshall, editor 
of the Cedar Rapids (Iowa) Gazette. Marshall, who frequently made 
anti-Semitic statements, has been called by one America Firster “the 
eccentric problem child of nonintervention.” Stuart described the 
editor as “a wild man ... who certainly helped to discredit us in the 
eyes of the public.””” William R. Castle, an AFC national committee 
member familiar with Marshall for many years, warned General 
Wood very early that Marshall was “an unreliable egoist . .. [who] is 
inclined to run over the mark. . . . [He] confuses issues badly .. . 
[and] his ideas are often violent. .. . Marshall believes anything that 
is told to him which reflects on the Jews or the New Deal. Heaven 
knows that his auspices are thoroughly bad.’’78 

The America First Committee decided early to have nothing to do 
with the NFWC.79 The NYC-AFC and the NFWC competed for a 
time in late 1940 for leadership of the noninterventionist cause in 
New York, but the America First movement was able to seize the top 
position when Flynn convinced Charles Payson and Jeremiah Mil- 
bank, two conservative multimillionaries close to the NFWC, to 
switch their support to the AFC. Flynn gained the allegiance of the 
two men, who reportedly had promised to spend one million dollars 
to keep America out of war, by pledging that America First would 
distribute part of its money to various other antiwar groups in the 
Northeast.8° The AFC subsequently redeemed its promise by giving 
at least five thousand dollars to several groups within the Keep 
America Out of War Congress during early 1941. There is no evi- 
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dence, however, that America First ever gave money to the NFWC.®! 

Lindbergh, who was in close contact with the NFWC during its 
formative period, broke with the group in January 1941. Although 
Lindbergh was never officially a member, Marshall boldly and con- 
tinually asserted in meetings with the press that the aviator would 
“do anything this committee wants [him] . . . to do.’”’8? Lindbergh 
eventually repudiated Marshall because of the editor’s “erratic. . . 
disturbing... violent . . . [and] nervous behavior,” and because the 
NFWC had accepted contributions from, and aligned itself with, 
some definitely anti-Semitic and profascist backers.8? Nevertheless, 
the aviator’s name was ineradicably linked with Marshall and the 
NFWC in the public mind, and Lindbergh’s later connection with 
the America First movement effectively formed a strong and damag- 
ing nexus between the AFC itself and its public reputation for anti- 
Semitism and profascism.®4 

Lindbergh’s next major blow to America First prestige, after es- 
tablishing a public tie with the NFWC, came in a speech delivered 
at an AFC rally in Des Moines, Iowa, in September 1941. The fa- 
mous Des Moines speech had severe repercussions for the commit- 
tee nationwide, but nowhere was the injury so harsh as in New York. 
The address resulted partially from Lindbergh’s desire to quell the 
urging of his friends that he enter politics and lead a new conserva- 
tive, isolationist coalition against Roosevelt. Lindbergh firmly main- 
tained that he “wasn’t suited to, or trained for” a life in politics, and 
he insisted that he had “no intention” of being pushed into it. He 
confided mordantly in his diary: “I can avoid it [politics] .. . by 
making one address [that would] . .. discuss truthfully and openly 
the fundamental issues which face this country today. One need 
only... speak what he actually believes, and in these times he need 
have little fear of being pushed into politics—even by his friends.’’®5 
Actually, Lindbergh’s fears of unwanted political success may have 
been chimerical. A May Gallup poll indicated that only sixty per- 
cent of the American people were familiar with his views on foreign 
policy, and of this number only twenty-four percent agreed with 
them.%6 

A desire to avoid political involvement was only one of Lind- 
bergh’s primary reasons for delivering the Des Moines speech, how- 
ever. He was also convinced that an incisive counterblast would 
give pause to the interventionists that were smearing America First 
with charges of anti-Semitism and profascism. Consequently, with- 
out consulting any other AFC leaders, he delivered the notorious 
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Iowa address entitled “Who Are the War Agitators?” “The three most 
important groups who have been pressing this country toward war,” 
he charged, “‘are the British, the Jewish and the Roosevelt Adminis- 
tration. ... If any one of these groups .. . steps agitating for war, I 
believe there will be little danger of our involvement. . . . If it were 
not for this [agitation] . . . I believe England would have negotiated 
a peace in Europe many months ago, and be better off for doing 
so, 87 

Although Lindbergh qualified his remarks in Des Moines by stat- 
ing that he could understand and sympathize with Jewish hatred of 
Hitler, the Iowa speech brought a storm of controversy and criticism 
upon the entire America First movement. “Tolerance,” the aviator 
asserted at Des Moines, “is a virtue that depends upon peace and 
strength. History shows that it cannot survive war and devastation.” 
Thus he expressed his agreement with Flynn’s and Thomas’ view 
that Jewish people in the United States would be the first to suffer if 
war came.88 Nevertheless, in a world familiar with Hitler’s specious 
explanations of all of Germany’s problems as being caused by Jew- 
ish manipulators, it was easy for critics to infer that Lindbergh 
might be fomenting the claim that America’s entry into war, should 
it come, was “caused” by Jewish propagandists. Dorothy Dunbar 
Bromley, recently resigned from the NYC-AFC, expressed these 
fears most succinctly when she charged that the aviator “must have 
known it [the speech] would incite race hatred and lay the ground- 
work for charges that this is a Jew’s war.’’89 

The storm of abuse against the America First movement as a result 
of the Des Moines speech came from leading interventionists and 
noninterventionists alike. Former Republican presidential candi- 
date Wendell Willkie termed the address “the most un-American 
talk made in my time by any person of national reputation,” and 
Roosevelt’s press secretary, Stephen Early, found a “striking simi- 
larity” between Lindbergh’s speech and “the outpourings of Ber- 
lin.”®° NYC-AFC sponsoring committee members Philip Liebman, 
Ernest Wheeler, and Charles Fleischer resigned because of the ad- 
dress, and New Jersey utilities magnate Thomas McCarter and oth- 
ers also left the America First national committee.21 Norman 
Thomas joined the Socialist Party’s official condemnation of the 
talk, and temporarily refused to appear on any AFC speaking plat- 
forms. He was convinced that Lindbergh was not personally anti- 
Semitic, but he believed that the aviator had been “a great idiot” to 
make the speech. “Not all Jews are for war,” Thomas contended, 
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“and Jews have a right to agitate for war if we have a right to agitate 
against it. The point is . .. a great many besides Jews have been at 
fault.”®? Even Burton K. Wheeler took pains to point out that he was 
not actually a member of the AFC. Because his wifewas an officer of 
the Washington, D.C., chapter and his son John was chairman of the 
Los Angeles chapter, however, Wheeler’s disclaimer was not widely 
acknowledged.®3 

No other noninterventionist in the Northeast or elsewhere was 
more adamant in condemning the Des Moines speech than John 
Flynn. Flynn agreed with Lindbergh that Jewish leaders were 
prominent in the interventionist movement, but the New York chair- 
man did not “want to see this fine movement [America First] degen- 
erate into intolerance.”®4 He was “greatly irritated ... by the 
virulence with which some of their leaders [Jewish Americans] have 
attempted to brand everyone opposed to war as anti-Semitic and 
pro-Nazi. It has seemed to me that their responsibility for this 
should be brought home to them. But this is a far different matter 
from going out upon the public platform and denouncing ‘the Jews 
as the warmakers.’ ”95 Flynn viewed the address as an “incredible 
... open attack upon the Jews,” and he believed that “it might be 
almost fatal” to the AFC. He was sure that real undesirables would 
regard the speech as an “open invitation” to join the committee, and 
he clearly perceived the “added ammunition” that interventionists 
would gain against America First. “Here in the East,” he ruefully 
chided Stuart, “we are right on the firing line. ... You have no idea 
how much concern there is here about this whole thing.” Flynn also 
threatened to resign from the AFC if Lindbergh were allowed to 
continue “playing a lone hand.”’% 

The problems the Des Moines speech caused for the New York 
chapter and the rest of the America First movement were com- 
pounded by the fact that a large portion of the committee’s member- 
ship was happy about the address. Tired of the AFC’s chronically 
defensive posture, many members were attracted by Lindbergh’s 
bold, aggressive talk. Stuart reported that in the week following the 
speech, ninety percent of the messages delivered to Chicago head- 
quarters from America First members revealed approbation.®” NYC- 
AFC official Marie Hennessey declared that the chapter’s street 
speakers met their most favorable crowd responses of the year just 
after the Des Moines address. “At the mention of Lindbergh’s 
name,” Hennessey claimed, “there was loud applause. Everywhere 
people voice respect for his courage and straightforward hones- 
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ty.”®8 Amos Pinchot spoke for many moderate America Firsters 
when he defended Lindbergh’s speech by maintaining that there 
was “something wrong” in America when the “deeds, words, or 
attitudes . . . [of] any group (in this case the Jewish people) . 
should be unmentionable. .. . And there’s something wrong about 
the idea that the person who does mention them, fairly and objec- 
tively, should be accused of trying to incite prejudice.”®® Lindbergh 
himself, surprised at the controversy caused by his speech, believed 
that he had phrased his comments at Des Moines “carefully and 
moderately. It seems that... today in America... the very mention 
of the word ‘Jew’ is cause for a storm.” The aviator offered to issue a 
statement affirming that he had spoken only for himself in Iowa, but 
he refused to retract any of the speech.1 

In order to resolve the split in America First ranks caused by the 
Des Moines address, the national committee held a special meeting 
on September 18. Flynn confided to a friend shortly before the meet- 
ing that “our problem... [is] one of clearing the AFC of this taint 
without at the same time breaking it up or weakening its influ- 
ence.” 191 As it happened, the parley resolved nothing, and Flynn 
came away confirmed in his impression that Lindbergh was “‘a man 
who cannot work with others.” The national committee issued a 
statement that, in the words of Chicago member Janet Fairbank, 
“really took no stand at all.’192 

The aftermath of the ambiguous national committee declaration 
was perhaps more damaging to America First’s reputation for anti- 
Semitism and profascism than the Des Moines speech itself. Cer- 
tainly liberals such as advertising executive Chester Bowles and 
Norman Thomas became increasingly alarmed over the AFC’s de- 
generating prestige. “It would almost have been better to make no 
statement at all,’ Thomas reproached General Wood. “The repudia- 
tion of anti-Semitism in it was perfunctory.” Immediately follow- 
ing the national committee parley the highly interventionist New 
York tabloid PM carried the headline: “America First Splits: OK’s 
Lindbergh’s Attack on Jews.’’!°4 As Flynn had predicted, New 
York’s real subversives increased their efforts to burrow into the 
NYC-AFC., “T have had to step into [Manhattan] HQ to spend all my 
time there to straighten out kinks,” he recorded in mid-October.195 
Joseph Boldt disclosed at the same time that “Coughlinites, Chris- 
tian Fronters, etc., have regarded this [episode] as a come-ahead to 
them.’’1°6 

The most serious, lasting effect of Lindbergh’s speech was the 
deep rift that it exposed between Flynn and his lieutenants, Webster 
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and NYC-AFC treasurer H. Dudley Swim. The root problem among 
the three men had existed since early 1941, when Webster urged that 
the fledgling chapter cooperate with any other willing noninterven- 
tionists, regardless of their other beliefs or allegiarices.!°7 From that 
point forward Flynn was convinced that Webster and his close com- 
panion Swim were encouraging anti-Semitic and profascist persons 
and groups to enter the NYC-AFC. Flynn also suspected that the 
two men were personally anti-Semitic. At least one high-ranking 
NYC-AFC staffer, Robert Bliss, agreed with the chapter chairman’s 
views of Webster and Swim. Everyone in the NYC-AFC offices 
seemed to love Flynn, Bliss has reported, while Webster sought 
friends, novelty, and adventure through extravagant parties and the 
courting of notorious undesirables. For their part, Swim and Web- 
ster resented Flynn’s belief that only he was competent to steer the 
chapter through the “idological reefs and shoals” of New York. 
They established friendships with Pinchot and Lindbergh, and con- 
tinually fought Flynn on large and small matters affecting the NYC- 
AFC. 108 

The intrachapter feud had been smoothed over at least superfi- 
cially by late summer, but the Des Moines speech fired the tensions 
anew. In August Flynn reported that “headquarters . .. [is] in pretty 
good shape so that I bother very little with administrative detail.’”’1°® 
However, Webster, Swim, and Pinchot took positions on Lind- 
bergh’s address that were exactly opposite to that of Flynn. The 
chapter chairman later recalled arriving at Manhattan headquarters 
on the morning following the speech to find the three men “de- 
lighted at what Lindbergh had said and... . all for backing him up 
.... They were busy whipping them [the office staff] into a demand 
for the support of Lindbergh and into a state of fury against me 
because I refused to do this.””!!° 

A blatant NYC-AFC power struggle ensued.111 Swim, Webster, 
and Pinchot introduced at a chapter executive committee meeting a 
resolution providing that the executive secretary be given complete 
control over the hiring and firing of personnel. Such an arrangement 
would emasculate Flynn and leave him as essentially “a glorified 
publicity man.” Although the three friends controlled a majority of 
the executive committee votes, Flynn faced them down by threaten- 
ing to quit and split the NYC-AFC irrevocably if they limited his 
authority.!?2 Flynn then unburdened himself to Wood. Early in the 
year, the New York chairman claimed, he had discovered Webster to 
be “quite incompetent . . . running the office with disorganization, 
confusion, and lack of proper accounting of funds.” Webster’s be- 
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havior was annoying, he contended, but presented no serious trou- 
bles until the Des Moines speech escalated the NYC-AFC’s 
problems with “undesirables. .. . The difficulty of keeping them in 
their place calls for the adamant of such things and for some 
strength of character. .. . This enormous organization we have here 
is filled with danger.” webster Flynn insisted, was completely una- 
ble to guard against subversives. “The man,” Flynn concluded, “‘is 
hopelessly and tragically incompetent . . . futile, feeble, confused, 
without strength of character, without understanding.’’!1% 

The Flynn-Webster dispute was never resolved. It persisted even 
after the dissolution of the NYC-AFC and it continued to have seri- 
ous consequences concerning America First’s reputation for being 
anti-Semitic and profascist. In late November 1941 Stuart informed 
Wood that “‘all reports indicate that John Flynn and Ed Webster are 
continuing to clash bitterly.” 114 Shortly after the Pearl Harbor attack 
and the AFC’s decision to disband, Webster held a dinner at his 
home in honor of his fiancée Jean Bennett, an NYC-AFC volunteer 
street speaker. Flynn did not attend, but some of the America Firs- 
ters present vehemently expressed their disagreement with the na- 
tional committee’s decision to terminate. However, Lindbergh, the 
featured speaker at the gathering, counseled them that “no matter 


what we did or advocated . . . we would have been viciously and 
bitterly attacked if we... continued our activities after the start of 
war. 315 


Webster’s dinner soon began to haunt and damage the defunct 
NYC-AFC. In January 1942 press reports appeared, stating that the 
executive secretary and the chapter’s most radical elements had held 
a formal, secret meeting to arrange for an underground continuation 
of the America First movement. Lindbergh vehemently denied 
these charges, terming Webster’s dinner “‘a sort of last get-together 
and farewell party. ... The dinner was in no sense an America First 
organization meeting.” Nevertheless, Flynn’s irritation at Webster 
increased, both because of the damage the press rumors did to the 
AFC’s reputation and because the chairman feared that the gossip 
might be true.!46 

Flynn’s last clash with Webster and Swim was a protracted strug- 
gle over the financial liquidation of the NYC-AFC. Again, the chap- 
ters prestige in the face of accusations of anti-Semitism and 
profascism was at stake. After December 1941 Swim retained care of 
the NYC-AFC account books, and he delayed payment of the 
group s final debts for several months.1!7 

In May 1942, after continually pressing the treasurer to make a 
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final settlement, Flynn confided to Wood his deep and recurring 
worry that Swim and Webster were planning to reactivate a secret 
and subversive version of the chapter. “My own belief,” F lynn 
maintained, “is that Swim and Webster have been purposely delay- 
ing this [final dissolution] in the hope of making some use of it.”’118 
One month later, using the threat of a court suit, Flynn and Wood 
persuaded the two executives to clear all NYC-AFC accounts and 
dissolve the chapter as a corporation. This late action, however, 
made the NYC-AFC the last America First organization in the na- 
tion to disband, and rumors accusing the chapter of continued cov- 
ert profascist activities were already rampant.!1® 

The NYC-AFC was infiltrated to a limited extent by anti-Semitic 
and profascist individuals and groups. However, Flynn maintained 
a tight personal guard over the chapter and prevented the permea- 
tion by undesirables from becoming dominant in any area of com- 
mittee affairs. A storm of accusations of harboring subversives 
directed at the NYC-AFC by various interventionist organizations 
presented a far more serious problem to the chapter than did the 
actual infiltration. First of all, the charges emboldened real anti- 
Semites and profascists to attempt to enter the NYC-AFC. Second, 
the imputations were so persistent and severe that an inordinate 
amount of John Flynn’s time and energy was spent in combating 
them. Finally, Charles Lindbergh, in his famous Des Moines 
speech, aggressively and tactlessly reacted to the many recrimina- 
tions. His address brought massive additional criticism and prob- 
lems to the entire America First movement. In New York, the most 
serious consequence of the Des Moines talk was a worsening of the 
relations between Flynn on the one hand, and Webster, Swim, and 
Pinchot on the other. 

In late 1941 and early 1942, Flynn became increasingly suspi- 
cious that Webster and Swim were plotting a secret, subversive con- 
tinuation of some elements of the NYC-AFC. These fears were 
shared by some of the press, and America First’s reputation for 
being anti-Semitic, and profascistic became even worse after the 
nation went to war. Flynn, in seeking to defend the committee’s 
good name both during and after 1941, became convinced that the 
AFC was a victim of a well-organized conspiracy aimed at discredit- 
ing it and involving the United States in war. These new beliefs 
changed his entire outlook on life in America, and he devoted nearly 
the rest of his life to proving the existence and the insidiousness of 
this conspiracy.}?° 
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Relations with the Media and 
the Interventionist Committees: 
A Conspiracy Theory 


“The plain and terrifying fact is that this great and peaceful na- 
tion is in the grip of one of the most subtle and successful conspira- 
cies . . . to embroil us in a foreign war.) John Flynn uttered this 
charge at a Chicago rally in December 1940, in his first important 
speaking role for the America First Committee. The interventionist 
Chicago Daily News commented sarcastically that for forty years 
Flynn had thrived on unearthing intrigues. Since the death of 
muckraker Lincoln Steffens, the newspaper stated, Flynn had be- 
come “the authentic dean of the conspiracy and demonology school 
of journalism.” 

It is true that a conspiracy theory of war involvement was promi- 
nent in the thinking of many AFC leaders, but Flynn extended this 
thesis to much deeper levels. Most noninterventionists blamed the 
Roosevelt Administration and British agents, at least to a limited 
extent, for fomenting prowar propaganda. Flynn, acutely aware of 
the barrage of assaults against America First’s reputation through- 
out 1941, became convinced that a concerted effort to vilify and 
discredit noninterventionists was being made by the same sources 
he believed were responsible for interventionist propaganda. The 
“propaganda offensive against our peace and security,” he asserted, 
“has been directed by some central intelligence. ... Future students 
of propaganda will study this drive as a model just as military strate- 
gists study the battles of Napoleon and Lee.” 

To prove his conspiracy hypothesis, Flynn undertook investiga- 
tions of the public media and the interventionist committees within 
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the United States. He concluded that the motion-picture industry, 
the major radio networks, most of the press, and the prowar associa- 
tions were dominated by Roosevelt and British Prime Minister Win- 
ston Churchill. Official English sources ‘supplied interventionist 
propaganda, according to Flynn, and a tightly knit cabal within the 
American media and prowar committees distributed it in response 
to threats and coercion from the White House. War came before the 
New York chapter chairman was able to amass convincing proof of 
all of his suspicions, and he dropped his queries in favor of national 
unity. 

Flynn’s background rendered him especially prone to a conspira- 
cy theory of war involvement. Shortly after World War I he was 
profoundly impressed by two books: Now It Can Be Told, by Philip 
Hamilton Gibbs, and The Genesis of the World War, by Harry E]l- 
mer Barnes. Gibbs, a British knight, served as a war correspondent 
with the French and Belgian armies in 1914 and with the British 
forces from 1915 to 1918. Barnes was a young New York history and 
sociology professor. Both of these books maintained that a negotiat- 
ed peace could have been concluded in Europe in 1916 or 1917, had 
not English hopes of total victory been kept alive by the belief that 
the United States could be persuaded to enter the war. In order to 
assure American involvement, Britain saturated the United States 
with fabricated atrocity stories regarding the “terrible Huns.” Amer- 
ican intervention, according to this theory, prolonged the war by 
nearly two years and readied the German people for Adolf Hitler by 
deepening their scars of total defeat and resentment.* 

Flynn’s conspiratorial view of war involvement deepened as a 
result of his tenure as economic adviser to the 1934 Senate investiga- 
tion of the World War I munitions industry. After probing the so- 
called merchants of death, North Dakota Senator Gerald Nye’s Com- 
mittee on Banking and Finance concluded that American industrial- 
ists inordinately pressured the Wilson Administration and 
propagandized for war. The munitions makers wanted war, accord- 
ing to the Nye report, in order to salvage their profits in defense 
contracts and in loans to belligerents.® 

In 1938 Flynn became suspicious that England was planning 
another public relations blitz designed to involve the United States 
in the imminent European war. His fears were aroused by a book 
entitled Propaganda in the Next War, by commercial British propa- 
gandist Sidney Rogerson and English military authority Liddell 
Hart. The book asserted that only fright could convince the disillu- 
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sioned, isolationist American people to enter the upcoming conflict. 
“To persuade her [the United States] to take our part... will need a 
definite threat to America... which will have to be brought home by 
propaganda to every citizen,” the two Britons. boldly contended. 
After reading this volume, Flynn harbored only disdain for the in- 
terventionist argument that “this is our war, that we are next on 
Hitler’s list . .. that England is fighting our war.’’6 

Flynn’s series of caustic, journalistic attacks on war profiteers 
during 1940 epitomized his conspiratorial view of war involvement. 
He coupled suggestions that Roosevelt and the financiers of Wall 
Street were using war as a “boondoggle” to escape from the econom- 
ic malaise of the Great Depression with strong assaults on the Brit- 
ish.7 In an article titled “The Multi-Million Dollar British War 
Propaganda Budget,” Flynn accused the English of spreading mis- 
information and German atrocity stories in order to goad the United 
States into war. He also reacted angrily against the “appeasement 
label” already being flung at noninterventionists. “There are Ameri- 
cans here,” he fulminated, “real Americans who are thinking about 
America, her interests . . . her democracy, her recovery, all of which 
would probably be destroyed by entering this war. Apparently it is 
quite proper for English propagandists to work here to get us into a 
war. But an American who wants to keep us out is a ‘fifth column- 
ist ae 

By early 1941 Flynn was castigating the Roosevelt Administra- 
tion, England, and the interventionist Committee to Defend Ameri- 
ca by Aiding the Allies (the CDAAA) on a regular basis from AFC 
speaking platforms. The three were acting together “in a conspiracy 
to terrify the American people,” he asserted to a Massachusetts rally 
audience in April. The Lend-Lease Act, the convoy proposals, and 
other measures were merely ploys to increase the American stake in 
a British victory by inflaming American passions when goods, ships, 
and men were lost. “How can any sane man doubt” collusion? 
Flynn asked, pointing to a letter written by Churchill during World 
War I to a friend in the United States. “Nothing will bring the 
Americans in on our side quicker than a little American blood 
spilled,” the British leader had maintained.!® To Flynn, the letter 
symbolized a calculating and selfish English plot to involve the 
United States in war. 

Several Northeastern AFC leaders agreed with Flynn’s analysis of 
Churchill’s letter and with other alleged indications of a prowar 
conspiracy. New York advertising executive Chester Bowles decried 


145 


the “vicious methods . . . used by the interventionists .. . in their 
efforts to trick us into this war in Europe.”!! NYC-AFC executive 
committee member Amos Pinchot contended that the situation in 
1941 was “really . . . an existing conspiracy—to put this country, 
unprovoked, unprepared and unwilling into war.’’!2 Socialist Party 
chairman Norman Thomas charged that for various selfish reasons a 
“curious association” of persons and groups wanted America to be 
drawn into the war, and aviator Charles Lindbergh and New Hamp- 
shire Senator Charles Tobey voiced similar accusations at NYC- 
AFC rallies.1% 

This “anti-English line,” however, met with strong disapproval 
from the America First national committee, and in the late spring 
the ruling group asked Flynn to “drop it.” 14 Executive director Rob- 
ert D. Stuart and others feared that derogatory comments made 
about Britain would alienate potential AFC supporters, especially 
in the Northeast where sympathy for the besieged country was most 
intense.15 National chairman Robert E. Wood believed that a full 
America First endorsement of Flynn’s conspiracy theory would give 
the committee a reputation for being “an anti-New Deal or hate- 
Roosevelt campaign.’!® Furthermore, Stuart was convinced that any 
intrigue theory represented an oversimplification of social forces. 
“Things just don’t work out that way,” he insisted to Lindbergh. 
Many “very sincere persons,” the young director maintained, fa- 
vored intervention “not because of a great conspiracy .. . but be- 
cause they honestly believe that it[intervention] is the best way to 
preserve the American Republic.”’!7 

Flynn resented being asked to discontinue his direct attacks 
against alleged presidential and English propagandists, and he de- 
termined to try a new approach to exposing the conspiracy he was 
sure existed. “This committee [America First] made an initial blun- 
der when it began pulling its punches about Britain,” he contended 
angrily in July.48 Nevertheless, he secured Wood’s permission to 
undertake an independent investigation of interventionist leaders 
and sponsors, and by midsummer Flynn and a small private staff 
were thoroughly immersed in this task. The probers raised their own 
funds from special donations, and interested noninterventionist 
Senators Wheeler and Nye, and others in pursuing the findings in 
congressional hearings. Flynn termed the investigation “critical and 
much the most important thing we have to do.” He asserted gleeful- 
ly that the facts uncovered would produce “some real trouble” for 
“our dear President. ... May his woes increase.” !2 

Flynn hoped that his probe could salvage the rapidly deteriorat- 
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ing credibility and reputation of America First by exposing the com- 
mittee’s persistent accusers. Throughout the investigation he 
focused on: “Who are the culprits [attackers of the AFC]? Who are 
these people who are furnishing the money, etc.? Who, Who, Who?” 
He concentrated on the CDAAA and other prowar committees, the 
motion-picture industry, and interventionist press and radio com- 
mentators, because these groups and individuals were the most vo- 
cal AFC critics. He was convinced that among these hostile forces 
he would discover an interlocking core of donors, sponsors, and 
leaders. Foreign and Jewish names would predominate, Flynn be- 
lieved, because people in these categories had overwhelming per- 
sonal reasons for wanting Hitler defeated. The New York chairman 
insisted that he did not intend a racial vendetta; he simply wanted to 
reveal the “biased” sources of what he perceived to be specious, 
emotional, interventionist propaganda. The prowar cabal, he con- 
tended, acted as a “gestapo to supply commentators and others with 
the calumnities [sic] they have been using’ against America First. 
By divulging the sources of the “red-herring” character smears 
against AFC spokesmen, Flynn asserted, he could undercut the ef- 
fectiveness of interventionist charges and propaganda, and provide 
renewed “enthusiasm [for] all the people who are with us and are 
tired of being pushed around.”’2° 

Flynn was most concerned with the motion-picture industry. 
Many prominent movie stars such as Melvyn Douglas, Errol Flynn, 
and others made frequent broadcasts favoring intervention, and 
their support seemed to give the prowar cause a glamorous appeal.?! 
Moreover, the NYC-AFC chairman was positive that the Roosevelt 
Administration had a subterranean arrangement with the film indus- 
try to promote subtle, emotional, interventionist propaganda. A 
“seemingly purely legal antitrust attack on the movies ... wound up 
by their going under unofficial but complete government domina- 
tion,” insisted Flynn and David Munro, a fellow editorial sponsor 
of the antiwar weekly publication Uncensored. The two men were 
referring to the November 1940 antitrust complaint filed by Attor- 
ney General Robert Jackson against eight major film companies. The 
suit was never tried, but was terminated in what John Flynn termed 
a “meaningless” consent decree. Flynn was sure that the suit was 
dropped in exchange for favors the movie-producing cartel agreed to 
extend to Roosevelt.22 “There is plenty of evidence of collaboration 
between the film magnates and the government to whip up [war] 
hysteria,” the chapter chairman confided to Wood.?* 

Flynn began the film industry exposé in early August by writing a 
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scathing speech that Nye delivered before a St. Louis AFC rally. In 
the talk Nye charged that “the movies have ceased to be instruments 
of entertainment. They have become the most gigantic engines of 
propaganda in existence to rouse the war fever in America.” Naming 
several motion pictures that he believed td be flagrantly prowar, 
Nye emphasized That Hamilton Woman and The Great Dictator. 
The former movie portrayed a love affair between Lady Hamilton 
and the historic British Admiral Nelson. In the latter film English 
actor Charlie Chaplin rendered a comedic, lampooning version of 
Hitler, and then startled audiences at the conclusion by delivering a 
serious, impassioned speech against fascism. These and other motion 
pictures, Nye insisted, delivered insidious, emotional appeals glori- 
fying British warfare and manhood, and ridiculing Germans. 
Whether or not these portrayals were accurate, he maintained, they 
were dangerous and unfair, given the current world situation. They 
were “designed to drug the reasgn of American audiences,” and to 
engender in this country an interventionist spirit impossible to dis- 
lodge by rational debate. Nye added later that even more direct 
prowar appeals might soon be made through American films. A 
script under consideration in Hollywood, he alleged, depicted a 
German battleship sinking an unarmed English vessel carrying only 
children and pregnant women. The story, he cried angrily, showed 
“Nazis gleefully wringing their hands and glorying in the opportun- 
ity” of destroying two generations of Britons at once.?4 

The most sensitive portion of Nye’s speech came when he dis- 
cussed the ethnic backgrounds of Hollywood’s top operatives. 
Among the seventeen owners and highest executives of the ten ma- 
jor movie-producing companies were twelve Jews. These magnates, 
Nye declared, used the facade of the industry’s own obscenity polic- 
ing agency, the Hays Production Code Administration, to veto all 
noninterventionist films. An unusually large proportion of Holly- 
wood’s directors, Nye asserted, were Russian or Balkan, and many 
actors were British. The antiwar senator insisted that he meant to 
imply nothing derogatory against these religious and national 
groups, but he maintained that the public should be aware that “at 
this highly emotional time in history, this mighty engine of propa- 
ganda is in the hands of men who .. . are peculiarly susceptible to 
these emotions.” Nye concluded by citing a December 1940 study 
undertaken by a Wall Street firm, which indicated that because of 
direct English investments and the profits gained by showing Amer- 
ican motion pictures in British theaters, seven of the eight major 
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United States film companies would go bankrupt if England lost to 
Hitler. “Are you ready to send your boys to bleed and die in Eu- 
rope,” he fulminated, “to make the world safe for [movie execu- 
tives] Barney Balaban and Adolph Zukor and Joseptr Schenk?’’25 

Within a few days of Nye’s address Flynn orchestrated a similar, 
though less thorough, denunciation of Hollywood by Wheeler on 
the Senate floor. The NYC-AFC chairman also prepared a resolution 
calling for a Senate investigation of war propaganda in motion pic- 
tures. Nye and noninterventionist Bennett Champ Clark of Missouri 
introduced this resolution into Congress. Flynn and the antiwar 
congressional bloc were determined to act in a concerted manner, 
since three previous 1941 Senate resolutions demanding examina- 
tion of propaganda and defense contracts had been smothered by 
powerful interventionists in key committees. Now the noninterven- 
tionists planned carefully to refer the Nye-Clark resolution to the 
Interstate Commerce Committee, chaired by Wheeler. Wheeler then 
appointed a subcommittee composed of strong, senior antiwar advo- 
cates and only one freshman prowar spokesman. Funds for a prelim- 
inary investigation were procured from the Interstate Commerce 
Committee, and hearings were scheduled to open on September 9.26 

Preparations for the hearings were hectic on both sides. The mov- 
ie industry retained 1940 Republican presidential candidate Wen- 
dell Willkie as its counsel, and demanded that some of the films in 
question be shown at the hearings. Flynn, busy preparing lists of 
questions for the subcommittee members, as well as writing the 
testimony of principal witnesses such as Nye and Clark, advised the 
senators to accede to Willkie’s demand. He also suggested that ear- 
lier, antiwar motion pictures such as Peace on Earthand J’Accuse be 
shown. Both of these movies, Flynn contended, contained “terrific 
scenes ... illustrating the frightful waste and cruelties of war... . 
The question can then be raised as to what would have been the 
effect on the public if massive numbers of these types of films had 
been shown during the last year.” America First aided Flynn to 
the extent that it urged chapters across the nation to boycott and 
campaign against war films at local theaters. However, Wood always 
carefully maintained that in directing the probe Flynn “acted as an 
individual and was in no way sponsored by the AFC.”’8 

The hearings opened on a combative note, as Willkie condemned 
the proceedings as “‘a barefaced attempt at censorship and racial 
persecution.” Subcommittee chairman D. Worth Clark of Idaho dis- 
missed Willkie’s charge as “drivel” and Nye declared that he re- 
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fused to allow the anti-Semitism accusation “‘to cover the tracks of 
those who have been pushing our country . . . to war with their 
propaganda. ... I detest .. . race prejudice ... and I shall be found in 
the very front lines of those who give battle to” it.2® Flynn, in his 
testimony, accused Willkie of confusing the issues by implying that 
all of those against fighting Hitler automatically supported the dic- 
tator. Hitler was “merely an excrescence” hated by all decent men, 
Flynn maintained. However, the NYC-AFC chairman warned, film 
propagandists capitalizing on the emotions of the masses to arouse 
fear, hatred, and war hysteria in America were imitating Hitler’s 
methods. The moviemakers themselves, he insisted, were the true 
pioneers of fascism in this nation.®° 

Following Flynn’s testimony, Lindbergh’s Des Moines speech 
intervened and caused a delay in the hearings. Flynn admitted that 
the Iowa address had given the hearings “a terrible kick in the 
pants,” and he feared that Lindbergh’s remarks would strengthen 
Willkie’s contention that the noninterventionists were conducting a 
racial vendetta. He termed the Des Moines talk “‘all the more tragic 
in view of the immense patience and industry we have been going 
through to bring this issue to light in an entirely different way... . 
Just as that is blossoming into almost undreamed of success Lind- 
bergh had to blab the issue out and hang it on America First.”’34 

In spite of Flynn’s worries, the public seemed to take very little 
notice of the hearings. Roosevelt, in a press conference, simply de- 
nied bringing any pressure to bear on Hollywood to produce inter- 
ventionist propaganda. He then ridiculed the hearings by pointing 
out that the Bible was written by mostly “foreign-born and Jewish 
people,’ and he displayed a cartoon of Charlie Chaplin lampooning 
the investigation. The caricature portrayed Chaplin studying his 
Senate subpoena and asking: ““Now what could I possibly tell those 
past masters about comedy?”’’22 

The hearings resumed on September 23, with Willkie presenting 
the movie industry’s defense. One after another, film magnates such 
as Harry M. Warner, president of Warner Brothers, and Darryl F. 
Zanuck, head of Twentieth Century-Fox, testified. All of the execu- 
tives confessed to very strong personal feelings against Hitler, and 
admitted that they would support the President in a war against 
Germany. However, they emphatically denied using their positions 
to promote interventionist propaganda. Zanuck, recalling that he 
had pioneered gangster films when the public was interested in the 
underworld, maintained that now his company was “simply keep- 


150 


ing abreast of the times” by catering to public curiosity about the 
European war.%3 

At the end of the film makers’ testimony the hearings terminated 
inconclusively, but the antiwar forces proclaimed victory. The pre- 
liminary budget from Wheeler’s Interstate Commerce Committee 
was exhausted, and Scott Lucas, interventionist chairman of the 
Senate Audit and Control Committee, refused to grant funds for a 
full investigation. Nevertheless, Nye asserted that the initial probe 
“very clearly revealed the existence of propaganda in the motion- 
picture industry.” Soon afterward, Wheeler triumphantly declared to 
a Los Angeles AFC rally that “the modern Benedict Arnold is the 
silver screen.”’34 

Certainly Nye’s and Wheeler’s sweeping charges of prowar collu- 
sion between the movie industry and the government were unwar- 
ranted, at least in light of the evidence amassed at the time, but the 
noninterventionists did produce a strong circumstantial case. For 
example, they cited a September 1941 magazine article written by 
Lowell Mellett, head of the Office of Government Reports. Mellett, a 
strong prowar advocate, had been nicknamed by Time magazine 
“the George Creel of WWII . .. Roosevelt’s Censor-in-Chief.” In his 
autumn article Mellett maintained that the government would not 
itself engage in interventionist propaganda since the movie and ra- 
dio industries already were doing such a fine dissemination job. 
Motion-picture “owners, producers, directors, actors, writers, dis- 
tributors, exhibitors, all have been putting their hearts into it... . 
And so with the radio. .. . What would or could the government do 
better?’’35 

Noninterventionists also obtained evidence of attempts to pro- 
mote the prowar cause from within the film industry itself. In one 
case Flynn uncovered a 1940 interview in which Charlie Chaplin 
spoke of his role in The Great Dictator. When asked why he aban- 
doned his traditional comedic pose at the end of the movie to deliver 
his call-to-arms against fascism, Chaplin admitted: “I had to do it 
.... There was no other way I could adequately express how strongly 
I felt. .. . I wanted’to make them [members of the audience] stop 
being so damned contented. This isn’t just another war. Fascism 
means the end of our world.’’36 Flynn also obtained a 1941 letter 
written to theater owners from Louis de Rochemont, foreign-born 
producer of the newsreel series “March of Time.” The letter, con- 
cerning a newsreel entitled Peace—By Adolf Hitler, asserted: “The 
Hitler peace offensive is on, and lots of good, well-meaning people 
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will be taken in by it. We at the ‘March of Time’ are not. .. . I have 
had our staff put the whole thing down in film. . .. This film is... 
vital and brutal.’’3? The de Rochemont letter was shown to Flynn by 
the owner of a small chain of local theaters. The owner complained 
that he was “powerless to reject” such motion pictures “because .. . 
it is not one company that is putting out such propaganda films but 
all of them, because the same interests control all producing 
companies.’’°8 

Perhaps the most compelling evidence of Hollywood complicity 
in the interventionist cause came to Flynn from the AFC. In late 
summer 1941 Lillian Gish, America First national committee mem- 
ber and actress who gained fame in the antiblack movie Birth of a 
Nation, confided to Wood that she had to make an agonizing deci- 
sion. Since becoming active in the AFC, she revealed, she had been 
“blacklisted” by motion-picture studios throughout Hollywood. 
She was unemployed for several weeks, but then obtained a lucra- 
tive contract with the understanding that she resign from America 
First, refrain from publicly stating her reason for this action, and 
cease all activities in behalf of the noninterventionist cause. Gish 
accepted the contract, and Wood announced her resignation in early 
October.*® . 

Flynn was concerned and upset over the Gish resignation and the 
collapse of the film hearings, but there is evidence that from the 
beginning he overestimated the power of motion-picture propagan- 
da on public opinion. A majority of the papers presented at the 
Conference on Communication Agencies at the University of Chica- 
go in August 1941 indicated that “the most evident single effect of 
mass communications is the reinforcement of existing predisposi- 
tions. People select what they want to hear and listen only to what 
they agree with.” The Chicago conference did report agreement 
with Flynn’s theses that the movie industry was controlled by a 
tight production cabal and that indirect emotional appeals in films 
affected audiences on a subtle, irrational level. Nevertheless, the 
papers concluded, the need for support by advertising and audience 
patronage caused American mass communication media, in general, 
to follow rather than lead public opinion.*° 

Following the motion-picture investigation, Flynn turned his at- 
tention to the radio industry. He had been wary of interventionist 
radio propaganda since the formation of the NYC-AFC. In January 
1941 he visited the National Broadcasting Company studio to ar- 
range air time for the chapter. Frank Mason, his NBC contact, ap- 
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peared reluctant to talk to him in his office and asked him to wait 
and go home with him. Once at home Mason explained to Flynn 
that he could not speak freely at the radio offices because there were 
“spies, FBI agents, and company pressures all over the building.” 
The mere fact that the vocally antiwar Flynn came to confer with 
him, Mason alleged, “would be reported.” The intrigue at NBC 
existed, Mason stated, because network president Niles Trammell 
was a militant prowar advocate and “this percolates all through the 
company... . Also, broadcasting companies are scared stiff of the 
government.” Mason asserted that a similar situation prevailed in 
the Columbia Broadcasting System and in other radio companies, 
and he advised Flynn that, regardless of promises of equal time, 
“the only way the anti-interventionists can get time on the air is to 
watch the programs closely and every time the other side has time, 
to demand ... time for their own side.”’4! 

After Mason’s warning Flynn intermittently monitored the var- 
ious radio stations in New York, and much of what he heard dis- 
turbed him. For one thing, he found several radio dramas that he 
said carried subtle and emotional interventionist appeals similar to 
the alleged appeals in movies.42 Second, he believed that radio de- 
bate forums were often distorted by biased, prowar interlocutors. 
“The chairman,” he explained,‘“does the dirty work . . . on these 
shows. What looks like a two-man discussion turns out to be a two- 
to-one-man discussion.”4? Third, Flynn was convinced that English 
shortwave broadcasts to the United States were spewing direct and 
flagrant interventionist propaganda. In one shortwave broadcast 
British Broadcasting Company commentator Leslie Howard de- 
clared to his American audience: “We have arrived at the stage at 
which we must tell each other openly what is in our hearts and 
minds. .. . I say to hell with whether what I say sounds like propa- 
ganda or not... . I don’t think it matters any more.” At least one 
Public Opinion Quarterly article agreed with Flynn, citing a great 
upsurge in English shortwave propaganda after December 1940. 
The militantly intesventionist 1941 broadcasts, the article asserted, 
were as different from the former British broadcasting equilibrium 
“as acquaintance is from marriage.’’#4 

The most important radio problem for the noninterventionist 
forces, Flynn believed, was regular, American announcers and com- 
mentators “who pepper their talks with . . . a fairly incessant plug- 
ging for the Administration’s war policies.” The NYC-AFC 
chairman explained to David Sarnoff, prowar president of the Radio 
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Corporation of America, that “these little plugs aren’t fair.” Antiwar 
advocates could demand equal time to structured interventionist 
programs, but it was difficult and time consuming to respond to one- 
line sneers and asides.4° Two commentators, Walter Winchell of 
NBC, and Burnett Hershey of WMCA, proved to be Flynn’s contin- 
ual sparring partners. Winchell, in reporting the NYC-AFC’s activi- 
ties, consistently referred to the group as “the Hitler First—America 
Last—Committee.”’ Hershey’s “violently interventionist pronounce- 
ments’ were finally acknowledged by WMCA, and station managers 
promised to “quell” him.*¢ 

Many other Northeastern AFC spokesmen agreed with Flynn’s 
analysis of radio’s tie to the prowar cause. Committee historian Ruth 
Sarles has claimed bitterly that “from the day it was born America 
First had to scratch and claw at the networks, to cajole and humor, to 
plead and threaten, in order that it might present a small percentage 
of the aggregate propaganda of its opponents.”47 Norman Thomas 
became incensed at the radio industry in 1941 after he worked hard 
to raise funds and obtain a contract to present a series of antiwar 
lectures over the air. At the last minute the National Association of 
Broadcasters invoked against him the radio code governing public 
issue broadcasts, and canceled his- series. A deeply angry Thomas 
complained to Flynn that “we are dealing with a situation on the 
radio in which practically all commentators are on one side, in 
which people who talk on public affairs or sponsored programs are 
almost always, without exception, interventionists. Then . . . the 
Code is suddenly enforced against me. .. . If that isn’t discrimina- 
tion, what is, and the issue is certainly more than personal.’’48 

As 1941 progressed, Flynn tried different approaches to exposing 
what he believed was radio’s prowar bias. In a speech before the 
Keep America Out of War Congress in February he denounced the 
interventionist commentaries.*? In April he published an article en- 
titled “Radio, Intervention’s Trump.” In this piece he maintained 
that he had no quarrel with “frank and labeled” prowar broadcasts, 
but he charged that “the war hysteria in America has been worked 
up by those innumerable five and ten and fifteen minute sustaining 
programs ... news-croonings, and commentators that flood the mind 
of the listener all day.’ He hinted darkly that perhaps there was 
“some central intelligence . .. conspiring. . . thus to monopolize the 
time of the broadcasting stations on the side of the war propagan- 
da.” Flynn admitted that he was not currently prepared to prove the 
existence of such a conspiracy: proof, he asserted, could not be 
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established until “the whole war episode is over and the gentlemen 
who are responsible begin to boast of their achievements.”5° 

Flynn took more concrete steps against thé allegedly unfair radio 
policies as war drew closer. In May he sought to coordinate all 
America First radio relations work from New York by persuading 
the AFC national committee to hire a radio liaison officer to work 
out of Flynn’s office. With the major radio company headquarters 
close to the NYC-AFC Manhattan lodgings, Flynn believed that the 
young coordinator, Benson Inge, could demand immediate and per- 
sonal accountability from the network chiefs. However, Inge’s posi- 
tion was eliminated after only one month when Robert Stuart 
decided that radio liaison work should be done from America First’s 
national publicity bureau in Chicago.*! During the summer probe of 
the motion-picture industry Flynn assigned a small portion of his 
staff to investigate prowar collusion within the radio empire. The 
researchers’ most appalling discovery, in Flynn’s view, was that in 
an August broadcast Archibald MacLeish, interventionist Librarian 
of Congress, had impersonated the voices of subjugated people in 
Europe calling on the United States for help.5? 

After the MacLeish revelation Flynn became grim and deter- 
mined to move forcefully against the radio networks. For three days 
in early October he had four New York stations carefully monitored 
from early morning until midnight. Counting sponsored and un- 
sponsored commentaries, he found 127 interventionist and six non- 
interventionist broadcasts. Then, shortly before the October 30 
antineutrality repeal rally, Flynn publicly charged an overt radio 
conspiracy. “There wasn’t one fifteen-minute period for three days,” 
he contended, “when some[one] . . . wasn’t whooping it up for 
intervention. ... In good time I will prove... . [that] if and when this 
country is plunged into war, the heaviest and darkest stain of guilt 
will rest on the hands of the radio companies, whose chiefs are 
interventionists and who have gone all-out on the air to entangle this 
country in Europe’s war.’’5? Flynn and the NYC-AFC executive 
committee also wired the Federal Communications Commission to 
protest the behavior of the networks as “an outrageous proceeding 
in a democracy.’’*4 

By provoking a public confrontation right before the October ral- 
ly Flynn hoped to prompt New York radio stations to broadcast the 
rally live. Nevertheless, the networks refused. NBC president Niles 
Trammell termed Flynn’s charges an “unfair, unreasonable, and 
unjustifiable attack on the radio industry.” Trammell added that it 


155 


did not “seem fair” for America First “to assume a martyrdom 
which the facts do not justify.’55 At the rally itself Flynn and the 
other speakers severely denounced the radio empire: “For every 
hour we have had on the air, the other side has had twenty,” Flynn 
fulminated to the crowd.*® : 

After his failure to coerce the radio industry into greater coopera- 
tion with the AFC, Flynn turned his attention to a probe of the 
interventionist press. Several aspects of press coverage of the war 
versus peace issue, as well as the reporting of America First actions 
and statements, disturbed Flynn. For one thing, he believed that 
subtle and emotional periodical fiction with a prowar bias similiar to 
that of many movies and radio dramas was systemically being print- 
ed. At least one authority agreed with Flynn. In a May 1941 survey 
for Public Opinion Quarterly, Vernon McKenzie, director of the 
School of Journalism at the University of Washington, found that a 
large majority of stories about war recently published in American 
popular magazines “‘could be expected to influence the reader in 
favor of the British.”57 

Another primary Flynn concern regarding the press was the over- 
whelming percentages of major newspapers and periodicals that 
took flat editorial positions for war-during 1941. An August Public 
Opinion Quarterly survey indicated that sixty-seven percent of the 
prominent newspapers in the nation supported an interventionist 
position.5* In New York, only the New York Daily News and the 
William Randolph Hearst chain’s New York Journal-American were 
strongly noninterventionist. The New York World-Telegram, a 
Scripps-Howard paper, adopted a middle position and advocated 
strictly limited aid to England. All other major newspapers in the 
city were completely prowar.5® Among the principal magazines, 
only the Saturday Evening Post was antiwar for part of 1941. Editor 
Wesley Winant Stout confided to Lindbergh in December 1940 that 
the Post intended to continue its noninterventionist stand but that it 
looked “like a losing fight.” Five months later the journal dramati- 
cally shifted to support of Roosevelt’s foreign policy.® 

Although overt editorial stands in favor of war bothered Flynn, he 
was perhaps most disturbed by what he believed were journalistic 
distortions of news stories. Newspapers and magazines, he was con- 
vinced, inflated Allied military triumphs to boost circulation and to 
persuade the public that victory could be easily achieved if America 
entered the war. Lindbergh, notorious for his distrust of the press, 
shared Flynn’s convictions. Accounts of the war were “so preju- 
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diced and confused that it is almost impossible to obtain an accurate 
picture,” the aviator contended. “The result is that the impression 
given by our newspapers is far more favorable to the British cause 
than is warranted by the facts .. . .[The American people] have no 
accurate source of information to which to turn.’’&! 

From late June onward Flynn and Lindbergh despaired of read- 
ing any truthful war reports in major United States newspapers. 
Concerning Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union, Flynn insisted in 
his diary: “Russia is withdrawing at many points before Germans, 
but as usual the papers announce that Russia, after administering 
heavy defeats to Germans, withdraws to other positions.’®? Lind- 
bergh concurrently maintained that “results of R.A.F. raids over 
the Continent are exaggerated, while results of German raids over 
England are minimized.’’® At the time of the Pearl Harbor attack 
Lindbergh was so skeptical of press reports that he wondered if the 
assault were not “just a hit-and-run raid by a few planes, exaggerat- 
ed by. .. commentators into a major attack.’’® 

Lindbergh, Flynn, and other America First leaders were also 
wary of what they believed were press distortions of committee 
actions and statements. “What you say is invariably twisted,” Lind- 
bergh complained. ““They [reporters] make you seem like a different 
person than you are or want to be.’’®5 General Wood warned Flynn 
to “lean over backwards” in New York to keep the AFC “clean, so 
that the unfriendly press cannot make capital of any missteps on our 
part... . So many editors and columnists throughout the country 
look to the New York papers for hot news.” Yet it was the unsus- 
pecting national chairman himself that fell into a clever reporter s 
trap. In an interview with the interventionist New York tabloid PM, 
Wood was asked to what point in Latin America he would permit a 
Hitler conquest to penetrate before he would favor armed United 
States intervention. A military tactician by training, Wood an- 
swered, “To the bulge of Brazil.” PM’s next headline cried: “Gen- 
eral Wood Willing to Give Hitler Lower Half of South America!” 
The shocked AFC chairman protested that “under no circumstances 
could the interview have justified such a conclusion,” and the com- 
mittee “closed the door” to PM on future interviews with America 
First officials.§7 ; 

AFC concern over press distortion of committee activities reached 
its zenith immediately following Lindbergh’s Des Moines speech. 
“1 can think of nothing to do but avoid the newspapers,” Flynn 
complained desperately on the morning after the address. “I am 
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at my wit’s end what to say” to them.®* The America First national 
committee requested that “due to very unfair treatment and inaccur- 
ate reporting in the past” the New York chapter grant no immediate 
interviews concerning the speech.®® When New Jersey utilities mag- 
nate Thomas McCarter renounced the AFC because of Lindbergh’s 
address, Stuart urged him not to publicize his resignation “as it 
would be eagerly seized upon by a hostile press.”7° A month after 
the speech Flynn was still decrying “all the misrepresentations to 
which I and many of my colleagues have been subjected.” 

As 1941 progressed alleged press distortions and smears against 
America First turned to actual accusations. In June the New Repub- 
lic labeled the AFC “the most powerful single potential Fascist 
group in this country today—the group that is polarizing every Fas- 
cist force among us.’?? Shortly afterward Life magazine charged 
that “despite the lofty rhetoric of its hired orators, America First 
en masse ... [is] emphatically anti-British, furtively anti-Semi- 
tic, and possibly pro-Nazi.”73 Chester Bowles deplored the “verbal 
stink bombs which have been tossed in our general direction by Life, 
PM, etc.,” and New York antiwar minister and KAOWC leader John 
Haynes Holmes mourned the “low degraded state . . . [to which] 
liberal journalism in this country has fallen.’’”4 

As the Great Debate became more acrimonious several journalis- 
tic outlets flatly closed their doors to Flynn and other noninterven- 
tionist writers. In June 1940 prominent antiwar spokesman and 
“dean of American liberals” Oswald Garrison Villard resigned the 
post he had held over forty-six years as editor of the Nation. Villard 
blamed “differences of opinion” over the European war for his un- 
happy departure. “I regret all the more,” he explained bitterly, “that 
my retirement has been precipitated at this time by the [other] edi- 
tors’ abandonment of the Nation’s steadfast opposition to all prepa- 
rations for war, to universal military service, to a great navy, and to 
all war, for this in my judgment has been the chief glory of its great 
and honorable past.’”’7> Five months later Flynn was dropped by the 
New Republic, after spending seven years as an economic and finan- 
cial commentator. The New Republic editors explained that Flynn 
apparently “lacked sufficient material” to write on the subject of 
business, and that he had “ranged far afield and has frequently 
collided head on with the views of the editors.’’76 

Flynn, rancorous over his dismissal, had been expecting it for a 
long time. For many months the New Republic had published edi- 
torials or appended notes to Flynn’s column, “Other People’s 
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Money,” disclaiming personal agreement with, or responsibility for, 
his views. By October 1940 these disclaimers were personal and in- 
sulting. One note charged that the “Other People’s Money” of that 
week was “an amazing instance of the blindness to which prejudice 
may lead.” Another maintained that if Flynn “wants to imply that 
the reason President Roosevelt began to arouse the people about the 
international danger was merely that the domestic program was 
going badly, his opinion is nonsense.”’?7 When dismissal came 
Flynn was convinced that the threat of war was already limiting 
basic civil liberties such as freedom of the press in the United 
States. Although he could not yet prove that the Roosevelt Adminis- 
tration had pressured the New Republic into discharging him, 
Flynn mockingly asserted to editor Bruce Bliven that the journal “at 
least now is in a position to quiet [Interior Secretary] Mr. Ickes with 
the assurance that it has cleaned house and [been ] restored . . .to 
freedom.”78 

After remaining publicly silent about his dismissal for three 
months, Flynn decided to air his views regarding the incident in an 
effort to link it to an overall White House attempt at journalistic 
suppression. On the basis of their old friendship, Flynn persuaded 
Bliven to print a long communication outlining the NYC-AFC 
chairman’s beliefs. “I was liquidated,” he charge balefully, “and I 
think it of the utmost importance that the foremost liberal weekly 
journal . . . in this country, which has for years thundered against ... 
the war-makers and militarists, should almost overnight . . . plunge 
headlong into the forefront of the war party, [and] suppress a col- 
umnist who remained at least one voice for its old opinions.”’’® Later 
in 1941 Flynn’s view that a conspiracy was operating to silence him 
was strengthened when he was dropped as an associate editor of 
Collier’s magazine. The Scripps-Howard newspaper chain also can- 
celed his “Plain Economics” column, and Harper’s magazine 
stopped accepting his freelance articles after 1942.°° 

The closing of these journalistic avenues limited Flynn and other 
antiwar writers to AFC publications and to Scribner's Commentator. 
The latter was a small monthly magazine owned by the wealthy and 
extremely conservative NYC-AFC donor Charles Payson and his 
young associate Douglas Stewart. It was reputed to have strong ties 
with the profascist German-American Bund, although it is doubtful 
that the magazine received money from the inept and financially 
struggling Bund.®! Scribner’s Commentator was permeated by a tac- 
it anti-Semitism, however, and Norman Thomas termed it “a du- 
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bious magazine. . .. | would not care to have an article in it.” Flynn 
and Lindbergh did use the periodical to publish several antiwar 
articles during 1941, and thereby received substantial criticism from 
those convinced of America First’s profascist and anti-Semitic 
reputation.®? 

Flynn’s loss of access to prestigious magazines brought a severe 
loss of income as a journalist. In late 1941 he confided to Wood that 
the result of his connection with the NYC-AFC “has been that I 
have sacrificed all of my own personal income and even the connec- 
tions out of which I made that income.” Until the 1949 publication 
of his popular book The Road Ahead, Flynn never again achieved 
an annual income that exceeded the twenty-six thousand dollars he 
made in 1940.8? Finally in 1950, evidence emerged that seemed to 
Flynn to prove indubitably that his career had been wrecked on 
purpose, when a private 1939 letter from Roosevelt to Yale Review 
editor Wilbur Cross was published. “John Flynn . . . should be 
barred hereafter from the columns of any presentable daily paper, 
monthly magazine, or national quarterly,” the President had insist- 
ed.84 However, the embittered NYC-AFC chairman was never able 
to establish conclusively that Roosevelt took active steps to enforce 
his wishes. 

Long before learning of the President’s letter, however, Flynn 
amassed enough evidence of a pervasive prowar conspiracy to sour 
his belief in American liberties. As he pursued his 1941 investiga- 
tions of the motion-picture industry, the radio networks, and the 
interventionist press, Flynn noticed “a kind of coherence and unity 
in the character of the smear attacks on our committee [the AFC].” 
The assaults, he concluded, “were not sporadic or casual, but .. . 
they originated in some central or unified group.’’®* Yet his probes of 
the media did not lead him to the cabal that he was positive was 
supplying the various commentators and filmmakers with the ven- 
omous charges. The elusive clique, he decided in late 1941, must lie 
within the interventionist committees themselves. 

The prowar forces, like the antiwar, consisted of a myriad of pro- 
visional committees.8° The total membership figures for the two 
sides were approximately equal. A November Gallup poll indicated 
that truly committed interventionists and noninterventionists each 
composed about twenty-five percent of the American people. The 
remaining fifty percent was undecided.8? However, the prowar com- 
munity commanded far more financial resources and prestigious 
names than did its opposition, and there were many more small, 
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splinter interventionist groups.®* The prowar phalanx was led by the 
CDAAA (also known as the White, or Aid-Allies, committee), found- 
ed by William Allen White and Clark Eichelberger. White was the 
venerable old editor of the Emporia (Kansas) Gazette, and Eichel- 
berger was director of the League of Nations Association and the 
Union for Concerted Peace Efforts.®® 

For approximately six months after its formation in May 1940, the 
CDAAA advocated a simple aid short-of-war policy, but then it be- 
came decidedly more militant. In November 1940 it issued a policy 
statement demanding “repeal or modification of restrictive statutes 
which hamper this nation in its freedom of action when it would 
cooperate” more fully with Britain. The statement also asserted that 
“no one can guarantee that the United States can avoid active 
military involvement.’®® White, in an effort to soften the warlike 
tone of the Aid-Allies declaration, published a letter in which he 
contended that “the only reason in God’s world I am in this organi- 
zation is to keep this country out of war... . If I were making a motto 
it would be “The Yanks Are Not Coming.’ ”®! 

White’s remarks produced a split in Aid-Allies ranks that eventu- 
ally pushed the committee farther toward outright advocacy of war. 
Flynn maintained that White’s “colleagues leaped upon him with 
fury ... and drove him by force from the committee which bore his 
name. ’®? Actually, many interventionist leaders, especially in New 
York, did accuse White of “appeasement,” and the old editor was 
stripped of his power as chairman. He remained as honorary chair- 
man, while former Vermont Senator Ernest Gibson assumed the 
actual CDAAA leadership.®? An extremely bellicose wing of the 
committee broke away and formed the Fight for Freedom commit- 
tee (FFF) in New York. The FFF commenced operations in April 
1941 by affirming flatly that “we are at war... .. We must do whatever 
is necessary to insure a Hitler defeat.”” America First asserted that 
FFF was designed to appeal to “those who are for bloodcoated, 
instead of sugarcoated, phrases. . . . [It is] a tailormade-for-war 
group with a holier-than-thou title.” ™4 

Flynn was initially wary of the Aid-Allies committee and the FFF 
because of their close ties to the Roosevelt Administration and to the 
British embassy. Leaders of both interventionist groups held fre- 
quent conferences with the President, cabinet officials and aides, 
and English ambassadors Lord Lothian and then Lord Halifax. 
White described the relationship of the CDAAA and Roosevelt as 
“morganatic. .. . I knew I had his private support. . . . I never did 
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anything the President didn’t ask for, and I always conferred with 
him on our program.”®5 Mark Lincoln Chadwin, historian of the 
FFF, attested to an “extensive relationship [between the White 
House and the FFF]... beneath the level of public awareness.” 
Roosevelt and his aides, Chadwin confirmed, “treated the FFF as an 
unofficial propaganda instrument for the administration.’ 

As close collaborators with the President, FFF and the Aid-Allies 
committee often launched “trial balloons’ to prepare public senti- 
ment for various interventionist policy steps. For example, the 
CDAAA called for United States naval convoys as early as March 18, 
a full month before cabinet officials spoke out on this subject.®7 In 
early May FFF and Aid-Allies spokesmen urged a declaration of 
unlimited national emergency, and Roosevelt “complied” in his 
May 27 address.9® Both of the power groups also publicly recom- 
mended complete and specific repeal of the crucial portions of the 
1939 Neutrality Act several weeks before the President broached the 
subject to Congress.9® Finally the CDAAA cooperated with several 
interventionist journalists and motion-picture producers when it 
helped to promote a film series featuring discussions among promi- 
nent prowar journalists such as Dorothy Thompson, Linton Wells, 
and William Shirer. Aid-Allies headquarters asserted that the movie 
series “follows closely the policy of this Committee on the question 
of aid to Britain.” 10 ' 

The close ties between the leading interventionist committees on 
the one hand, and the Roosevelt Administration, the English, and 
some of the prowar sectors of the media on the other, gave powerful 
impetus to Flynn’s conspiracy theory when he observed “‘the great 
sums of money . .. being spent on [interventionist] literature and 
advertisements, frequently by persons or organizations which could 
hardly be supposed to have such funds at their disposal.’’!®1 Senator 
Wheeler concurred. “In the last war,” Wheeler charged, “the British 


boasted of the fact that they spent . . . more than one hundred 
million dollars to carry on propaganda in this country. That they are 
spending more than that amount . . . through these committees 


[CDAAA, FFF, and others] .. . at this time cannot be doubted by 
anyone. ”’102 

Flynn’s intrigue theory was also intensified as he watched hostile 
pickets and spies disrupting NYC-AFC rallies and other activities. 
One such spy, working in Flynn’s Manhattan headquarters, became 
converted to the noninterventionist cause and went to the chapter 
chairman and confessed his true identity.1°? On several occasions 
Flynn appealed directly to prowar leaders to refrain from sending 
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pickets to his New York rallies. The potential for violence and injury 
by “a few irresponsible people” was too great, the NYC-AFC chair- 
man protested to Leo Birkhead, chief of the interventionist Friends 
of Democracy. “Can Americans not discuss great differences of 
opinion on national policy peacefully and rationally?’’!°4 When 
pickets continued to arrive, and fistfights and adverse publicity re- 
sulted, Flynn became convinced that the rally disruption was a de- 
liberate machination to allow the prowar press to report that 
America First meetings were violent.!°5 Lindbergh agreed. When a 
man shouted “Hang Roosevelt” at the NYC-AFC October meeting 
in Madison Square Garden, the aviator ruefully maintained: “The 
... Shouter .. . was almost certainly an opposition ‘plant.’ They will 
now say there were demands to hang Roosevelt at our meeting.” 196 

Flynn’s suspicions regarding interventionist plants at his 1941 
rallies and within the NYC-AFC organization were well founded. 
William Stephenson, head of the British security services in the 
United States, recruited agents of the FFF, Friends of Democracy, 
and other prowar groups to disrupt America First in New York. 
Stephenson was positive that the AFC was “a fifth column—a chan- 
nel for enemy propaganda.” He dispatched spies and hecklers 
throughout Flynn’s organization and procured a “mass of informa- 
tion about its propaganda themes, its financing and its backers.” 
Stephenson’s co-worker H. Montgomery Hyde has argued that 
while the English-interventionist campaign against America First 
“did not cause its disintegration, it did considerably reduce its use- 
fulness... and [pave] the way. . . for the great disrepute into which 
it shortly fell.”’107 

On only one occasion, Hyde has boasted, “did a plan for harass- 
ing America First miscarry.”” The occasion was the large October 
rally, and Stephenson had printed and distributed to members of 
various pro-British groups scores of duplicate tickets to the rally’s 
reserved-seat sections. He planned to have the spurious tickethold- 
ers arrive at the meeting early. When the genuine audience members 
appeared, they would, Stephenson hoped, “‘start trouble by demand- 
ing the accommodations to which their tickets ostensibly entitled 
them. Thus it seemed there was a good chance of disrupting the 
whole proceedings.”’ According to Hyde, however, such a small au- 
dience attended the rally that there were enough seats for all who 
came. As a result, “Lindbergh addressed a considerably larger audi- 
ence than he would have... without Stephenson’s benevolent assis- 
tance.”2°8 Actually, unbeknown to the interventionists, Flynn 
anticipated their tactics and had a special printer’s code inscribed 
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on the genuine rally tickets. The unauthorized tickets were recog- 
nized by NYC-AFC ushers, and the prowar advocates were quietly 
shown to seats in the unreserved sections of Madison Square Gar- 
den. The meeting drew nearly fifty thousand people, but it is un- 
known how many of these were interventionist would-be 
disrupters.!° 

Toward the very end of 1941 Flynn’s conspiracy hypothesis of 
war involvement began to coalesce around a nucleus of leaders and 
backers of various New York prowar organizations. However, war 
came before he was able to identify and attack the core group con- 
clusively and forcefully. “While it would perhaps not be fair to say 
that all of the groups which functioned to attack the America First 
movement were brought into existence and directed by [this] one 
central body,” the NYC-AFC chairman contended privately, “I 
found an organization whose name was never mentioned but which, 
I satisfied myself, sat more or less,at the center of this web of propa- 
ganda, intrigue and calumniation.” When the United States plunged 
into the war he dropped his investigations in favor of national unity. 
He warned, however, that after the war it would become “the duty” 
of the American people “to inquire into... that [pivotal] organiza- 
tion and its connections . . . with the United States government 
{and]... with other governments that were interested in involving 
us in war.” 110 

Flynn had begun his involvement with the AFC with the general 
tendency to believe that Roosevelt and British propagandists were 
deliberately conspiring to bring America into war. Many antiwar 
advocates shared this view, although not as deeply as Flynn. The 
plethora of interventionist motion pictures, radio broadcasts, press 
articles and editorials, and committees, coupled with a growing 
stream of verbal abuse against noninterventionists, caused Flynn to 
look even more closely at the possibility of an organized prowar 
intrigue. His 1941 investigations led him to believe that the White 
House was collaborating with others to perpetrate a terrible injus- 
tice against free and fair debate. Government threats and coercion 
were perverting the media into tools of the state, he believed, and 
interventionist leaders were supplying vicious invective against dis- 
senters. When war came Flynn expected his former opponents in the 
Great Debate to cease their activities. However, when attacks 
against America First continued for years after the committee dis- 
solved, Flynn became angry and renewed his investigations. His 
discoveries were to shock him deeply and to have a seminal effect on 
his later view of life in the United States.111 
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G - 
Aftermath: Two Turning Points 


Soon after America’s entry into World War II, John Flynn re- 
turned to his office to begin reorganizing his “own very much disor- 
dered personal affiars.”” Although he was sometimes given to very 
sarcastic private comments regarding the United States’ lack of mili- 
tary preparedness and President Roosevelt’s “grandiose schemes to 
organize and save the entire world,” Flynn supported the war effort 
completely.! He discontinued all of his investigations of the inter- 
ventionist movement, and turned his attention to what he believed 
was constructive criticism of both America’s mushrooming federal 
debt and this nation’s early attempts to forge postwar global com- 
mitments. A large debt, he was convinced, would strangle small 
investment and lead to a corporative and eventually fascist economy 
in this country. Roosevelt’s efforts in the area of postwar global 
commitments, Flynn asserted, were cynical, ill-conceived, and sure 
to pave the way for future wars. As Flynn tried to leave behind the 
rancor of the Great Debate of 1941, however, he found that he had 
recurring problems in finding publishing outlets and that attacks 
against the defunct America First Committee continued. Finally in 
late 1943 a shattering assault on the AFC was published in the book 
UnderCover.2 Flynn, Senators Burton K. Wheeler of Montana and 
Gerald Nye of North Dakota, Socialist leader Norman Thomas, and 
other former noninterventionists joined forces to investigate Under- 
Cover’s author and backers. Their probe revived and extended 
Flynn’s 1941 conspiracy theory. 

Throughout the rest of his life Flynn believed that his noninter- 
ventionist position in 1941-had been correct. The essentially 
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undemocratic tactics that he thought the interventionists employed, 
as well as the overall global results of World War II, assured him 
that the interests of the United States and the world would have 
been better served had the massive conflict not been fought. Thirty 
years later many other America First leaders, together with some 
historians, agreed with Flynn’s view of the AFC and the war. 

Immediately following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, 
Flynn rallied the New York chapter of the America First Committee 
to the war effort, and he eschewed all activities that might impair 
national unity. Throughout 194] he had consistently maintained 
that he would “advocate a declaration of war, and a war to the 
utmost,” if Germany or any other country “attempted to invade or 
attack the United States, Canada, Mexico, or any part of the South 
American continent.”? In mid-December he publicly urged all 
NYC-AFC members to work to win the war “not as partisans of the 
furious debate which preceded the [conflict] ... not grudgingly, not 
angrily .. . but as Americans to whom the safety and honor of their 
country is precious beyond all else.”4 He rested over the holiday 
season, and in early 1942 resolved that he would become connected 
with no more mass movements.® When some of his former associates 
from the AFC and the Keep America Out of War Congress formed a 
“Peace Now” organization to work for an early negotiated peace, he 
refused to become involved. Although he personally supported a 
negotiated peace, Flynn believed that such a movement was im- 
proper during wartime.® 

Even though Flynn refused to do anything that might disrupt the 
American war effort, he did believe he should speak out against that 
“particularly poisonous system of politics and government known 
as the New Deal, which I believe is a prelude to fascism.”? During 
1942 he exercised this right by collaborating with Texas Senator 
Thomas Connolly on an article arguing against the possible wartime 
suspension of congressional elections. “We [Americans] will reject 
all canons of rule by a single mind and a single hand,” Flynn de- 
clared. To his chagrin, the article was never published.8 Neverthe- 
less, he did manage to print an article decrying the “dangerous and 
destructive,” spiraling federal debt imposed by the war. If Ameri- 
cans were sincerely committed to fighting fascism, he was con- 
vinced, they would have to sacrifice and pay for military expenses 
through greatly increased taxes. Financing the war by building up a 
huge debt could only lead to profiteering and to inflation. Inflation 
in turn would scare small investors out of the market, deliver the 
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nation to the control of giant money cartels, and eventually result in 
fascism.® Flynn retained his interest in the debt problem, and gener- 
ated several more articles on this topic over the next three years. 
Most of the works were never published, but one did find an outlet 
under the byline of fiscally conservative Maine Senator Ralph Owen 
Brewster.!° 

Flynn’s deep concern with what he believed was the inevitability 
of a fascistic United States if the federal debt were not curbed led 
him in 1943 to seek new outlets for his views. He undertook an 
overall study of the problem of fascism, and in August he finished 
his most concise and important book on the subject, As We Go 
Marching."! He was also hired by Reader’s Digest as a “roving edi- 
tor” to write occasional pieces, but was disappointed to find that 
editor-in-chief DeWitt Wallace refused all but parabolic human- 
interest stories from him.!2 Flynn then retained Clark Getts, opera- 
tor of a New York speakers’ agency, to arrange a lecture tour for the 
winter of 1943-44. Flynn planned to focus his lectures on his salient 
concerns: war financing, the postwar economic outlook, what he 
perceived as the dangerous fascist trends in America, and his dis- 
tress over Roosevelt’s early approach to forging a postwar world 
organization.13 

“Globaloney” was the label Flynn affixed to the President’s over- 
tures to England and the Soviet Union concerning postwar world 
commitments. The March 1943 Ball Resolution and the Moscow 
Pact seven months later raised the New York journalist’s suspicions. 
Both documents proclaimed a general, preliminary intention to es- 
tablish an international organization somewhat similar to the 
League of Nations.!4 Flynn feared that Britain, Russia, the United 
States, and possibly China were actually contemplating a “power 
alliance . . . for imperial aggrandizement but not for peace.” Eng- 
land and the Soviet Union would use the moral authority of the 
organization to expand their empires, America would go along as the 
“idealistic sucker,” and China might be included for “window 
dressing.” In any case, Flynn was sure the league would be a cyni- 
cal military alliance among the big powers: a modern triple or quad- 
ruple alliance.15 

Throughout 1944 and 1945 Flynn retained and intensified his 
objections to Roosevelt’s version of a postwar global organization. 
He denounced in turn the Bretton Woods Conference of July 1944, 
the Dumbarton Oaks Conference two months later, the Yalta Sum- 
mit Conference of February 1945, and the San Francisco Charter 
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drafted two months afterward. The United Nations concept en- 
dorsed by these meetings, Flynn contended, would “create and rec- 
ognize and enforce spheres of influence and ‘special arrangements 
between dominant powers’. . . . [It] can hardly be described as 
according sovereign equality to all peoples . . . and will include the 
subjugation of many. ... That is not cooperation for peace and 
justice. It is cooperation for peace and imperialism.” '6 In July 1945 
Flynn testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 
opposition to the United Nations charter. He asserted that the plan 
was being foisted upon the American people by organized propa- 
ganda, and he scored the charter as a calculated and deceptive 
scheme “not to protect the rights of little nations but to preserve the 
privileges and ambitions of a few . .. to perpetuate those very forces 
... which are the causes of all wars .. . [and] to deny human rights to 
hundreds of millions of people.”!” 

Long before the United Nations charter was finally formulated, 
however, a seminal event occurred in Flynn’s life. In the autumn of 
1943 Armenian immigrant Avedis Derounian, using the alias John 
Roy Carlson, published a devastating attack on America First in a 
book entitled UnderCover. This book was promoted as an authentic 
directory of subversive, profascist groups and individuals in the 
United States. The AFC was denounced by Carlson as “America’s 
Doom Squad . . . aspearhead aimed at the heart of democracy,” and 
the Armenian author charged that the committee’s goal had been 
fascist domination of the nation. Almost every America First leader 
was personally attacked in the volume, and only Flynn was por- 
trayed as anything other than a confirmed fascist. The former NYC- 
AFC chairman was termed an appalling dupe, and his Northeastern 
chapter was described as the most flagrantly and notoriously profas- 
cist of all.18 

UnderCover was not the first wartime assault on America First, 
but it disturbed Flynn far more than previous accusations. In Janu- 
ary 1942 Carlson had denounced the AFC in a journal article, and 
later in the year Albert Kahn and Michael Sayers, employees of the 
interventionist committee Friends of Democracy, published a con- 
demnation of America First in a book entitled Sabotage! The Secret 
War Against America.’® Neither of these efforts attracted much pub- 
lic notice and Flynn did not bother to respond to them. He contend- 
ed that there was no “need in America for this kind of thing now.”2° 
However, UnderCover seemed to be popular and credible. It sold 
nearly one million copies within six months of its publication, and 
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the distributors stated that they had extensive additional demand 
that could not be satisfied because of the wartime paper shortage.?1 
Flynn spoke to several people, many of whom were “earnest oppo- 
nents of everything that Roosevelt stands for, ineluding .. . the 
war, who believed the charges leveled in UnderCover.22 In addi- 
tion to these factors, the book distressed Flynn because of its point- 
ed attack on the AFC’s New York chapter and because nearly two 
full years of war had not produced more national unity. 

The most important reason for Flynn’s intense anger over the 
Carlson book, however, concerned the America Firster’s conspiracy 
theory. Many of the same persons that had been staunch noninter- 
ventionists in 1941 were currently criticizing both Roosevelt’s fi- 
nancing and conduct of the war, and his initial steps toward postwar 
global commitments. Flynn asserted in early 1944 that Roosevelt 
and foreign agents, working through Carlson and others, had now 
resumed their orchestration of old smears in order to discredit and 
intimidate critics of the President’s current policies. UnderCover, 
Flynn was convinced, was only part of a larger conspiracy “to 
frighten legitimate American patriotism underground.” All persons 
mentioned in an uncomplimentary manner in the book, he main- 
tained, had “only one thing in common—they opposed the efforts of 
others to plunge this country into war before there was 
justification, ’”’23 

Flynn, Burton Wheeler, Gerald Nye, Norman Thomas, and some 
other former noninterventionists met together over the holiday sea- 
son of 1943 and decided to launch a congressional investigation of 
Carlson and the book’s backers. “These fellows [Roosevelt’s agents] 
are now about to get busy with their smear tactics in a very indus- 
trious way,’ Flynn explained as he began amassing data for the 
probe. “There is simply nothing [that] can be done in opposition to 
this except to expose them. . . . Attack must be met with attack, 
vigorous and relentless.”24 He raised some preliminary funds by 
private solicitation and hired a researcher, Ike McAnally, to help 
with the investigative work.25 For the first three months of 1944 the 
two men labored t6 establish the presence of a “conspiracy which 
has put not only this book but others out for a very definite 
purpose. 26 

The facts that Flynn and McAnally discovered convinced them 
that such collusion did exist. Carlson, they found, had done his 
“undercover” detective work concerning profascist groups and indi- 
viduals under the auspices of three old interventionist, anti-Nazi 
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organizations: Friends of Democracy, the Anti-Defamation League, 
and the Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League to Champion Human 
Rights. Flynn traced alleged ties between several of the leaders of 
these heavily Jewish groups and the American Communist Party, 
and concluded that the three organizations ‘were “acrawl! with fel- 
low-travelers.”27 He also discovered that Carlson himself had pub- 
lished several articles in Communist journals, and he adjudged the 
Armenian to be “‘an instrument in their hands.”28 Flynn then decid- 
ed that the Communist Party was directing an organized “effort to 
create disunity among Americans.” Realizing that economic and 
social disarray would provide the most fertile ground for promoting 
their revolutionary philosophy in this nation, he argued that the 
Communists were directing smears against respectable American 
groups and individuals. The confusion and internal strife generated 
by these accusations, Flynn maintained, were part of a deliberate 
and dangerous plot to ready the United States for Communist domi- 
nation.?® Furthermore, Flynn contended, Roosevelt knew of, and 
countenanced, Communist-led attacks against his political critics. 
The President was not a Communist himself, but he allowed the 
enemies of 1940-41 intervention policies and his wartime spending 
programs to be assaulted for the benefit of political expediency.®° 

Flynn encountered considerable trouble in publishing his ideas 
about a Roosevelt-Communist smear conspiracy. In late March 1944 
the Senate refused to grant funds to underwrite an extended Flynn- 
Wheeler investigation, and in order to galvanize public support 
Flynn published a portion of his initial findings in an article titled 
“Uncovering UnderCover: The Real Facts About the Smear Book’s 
Odd Author.”#! Martin Dies, conservative chairman of the House 
Committee on Un-American Activities, was attracted by Flynn’s 
piece, and agreed to publish the full exposé under his own name. 
Flynn then hurriedly completed a small book entitled Wake Up, 
America! but two months later Dies, under intense pressure from 
the Rooseveltian Democratic Party, abruptly announced that he 
would not stand for reelection in the fall of 1944. When Flynn could 
not locate a publisher for the book, Dies lost interest and left a very 
chagrined Flynn with an unmarketable manuscript.22 

Flynn’s disappointment at not finding an outlet for his views led 
him to the nadir of pessimism and despair in the autumn of 1944. 
He was convinced that he was being deliberately silenced in favor 
of supporters of the President. In his resentment against Roosevelt 
he worked for the 1944 Republican presidential candidate, Thomas 
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E. Dewey. Although he had no real enthusiasm for Dewey and be- 
lieved that the nominee did not possess the “sacred fire” of political 
charisma, Flynn was determined to see Roosevelt defeated.3? The 
President’s loss, he predicted, would end the demand for war hero 
stories and initiate “the “Now-It-Can-Be-Told’ type of story... . I 
have not the slightest doubt that there are phases [exposés of the 
war] which . . . are crying aloud to be printed.” The journalist 
indicated a delighted readiness to “investigate” Roosevelt, “our pla- 
netary Santa Claus.’’34 

Roosevelt's election victory came as yet another blow to the disil- 
lusioned Flynn. He was positive that the President should have 
been voted out in overwhelming disgrace because of the fourth-term 
issue, the huge federal debt, and the brutality of the war. Flynn 
concluded that the stress of war, as well as a deliberate, persistent 
propaganda effort had corrupted the American mind. The national 
consciousness “has been invaded and occupied by alien ideas,” he 
fulminated. “Old, Constitutional principles” had been replaced by 
“blind Collectivism.” He asserted that only a “sustained . . . cam- 
paign to recondition the minds of the people . . . to make them again 
hospitable to ... American ideas of government and business”’ could 
save the nation.*5 

In order to mount the propaganda offensive needed to alter the 
“dangerous” new trends in American thinking, Flynn joined forces 
with several anti-Roosevelt writers and economists to form the 
Foundation for Foreign Affairs. Felix Morley, Merwin K. Hart, and 
former Indiana congressman and AFC national committee member 
Samuel Pettingill were prominent among the members. This amor- 
phous group first met in December 1944, and formulated plans for a 
propaganda agency to “re-educate the American mind away from 
collectivism and toward Constitutional government.”® The founda- 
tion, they anticipated, would select a “definite group of principles to 
which the loyal American employer and . .. worker and farmer can 
agree,” and then saturate the nation’s consciousness with these be- 
liefs. “An effort on an ambitious scale to check the whole movement 
of the present program of Planned Capitalism must be made,” 
Flynn contended.3? The foundation proved to be an abortive en- 
deavor, however, primarily because its original conception was too 
ambitious for its small funds and following. Its failure left Flynn 
even more embittered, and intensified his growing tendency to view 
American society in a “we versus they” manner. “Roosevelt's . . . 
New Order,” he maintained shortly after the organization folded, 
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“is in no sense the result or mere chance or drift. . .. [It is] the result 
of deliberate and highly intelligent plans made and carried out by 
men who understand well what they are doing.’’°8 

Following the demise of the Foundation for Foreign Affairs, 
Flynn dedicated the remaining years of his life to exposing the vari- 
ous aspects of what he believed was a pervasive Rooseveltian-Com- 
munist conspiracy in the United States. The media were some of his 
chronic targets because he was positive that the President was or- 
chestrating an extensive campaign to silence critics.°® Let any writer 
attempt to reveal Roosevelt’s collusion with Communists, Flynn 
asserted in 1945, “‘and see how far he will get in finding the printed 
page, the radio or any other medium of communication at his dis- 
posal. The extent of intimidation is beyond belief.”’4° Two years 
later he again contended that the smearing and silencing of critics 
“must be ended. Is America to be governed by boycotters and 
smearers? Are public questions to be discussed in terms of libel and 
slander?’’4! 

In an effort to secure an outlet for his views in 1947 and 1948, 
Flynn wrote a comprehensive study of the President entitled The 
Roosevelt Myth? This book distilled Flynn’s earlier analysis of 
Roosevelt as a man fundamentally without convictions or philoso- 
phy save that of political expediency. The President’s one consistent 
theme, according to Flynn, was the power of his office and its in- 
crease: “The Presidency became in his hands an instrument of ap- 
palling consequences.” Roosevelt’s two greatest crimes against the 
United States, Flynn was convinced, were his delivery of the nation 
to the poisonous sustenance of militarism and debt, and his collu- 
sion with communism. The former misdeed, Flynn charged, was 
committed because the President was unable to produce “any recov- 
ery whatever” from the Great Depression during the first eight years 
of his leadership.44 Communist penetration of the New Deal took 
place “not because he [Roosevelt] was interested in revolution but 
because he was interested in votes.” The President, Flynn again 
insisted, had “not... a grain of conviction on the side of the Com- 
munist philosophy,” but collaborated with the party for political 
expediency.*® 

As Flynn described the course of events in The Roosevelt Myth, 
World War II increased Communist permeation of the Roosevelt 
Administration. Flynn termed the war a “bureaucrat’s paradise” in 
this country, and maintained that the potpourri of wartime agencies 
was assembled so hurriedly as to make it impossible to check ade- 
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quately the backgrounds of those hired. Many Communists “wrig- 
gled in” and worked in the midst of the confusion to break down the 
American economy. “In the financing and supervision of the war 
effort from Washington,” Flynn contended, “practically every fiscal 
crime was committed. . .. The blindness of the White House opened 
the way for the Red conspirators into almost every important func- 
tion of political, economic and educational life.’’46 

At the time Flynn was working on The Roosevelt Myth he was 
writing a controversial article also accusing Roosevelt of Commu- 
nist collusion, but he encountered difficulty in publishing either 
piece. His article, “Why the Americans Did Not Take Berlin,” 
charged that at the Yalta Summit Conference in 1945 the President 
had secretly agreed to hold back the Allied armies and allow Rus- 
sian dictator Stalin to capture the German city. Roosevelt’s decision 
in this case, Flynn asserted, was “one of the most fateful mistakes” 
of the war because it gave the Soviet Union a vastly improved bar- 
gaining position for retaining control of large portions of Central 
and Eastern Europe.47 Although Flynn swore that the facts in his 
article were “completely beyond dispute,” the piece was never pub- 
lished.48 He also spent several months during 1948 despairing of 
finding a publisher for The Roosevelt Myth. “For the first time in my 
life,” he angrily wrote in May, “I am peddling a book around like a 
fresh unknown. ...I am at my wits’ end. ...I have no means of... 
expressing publicly the facts which I think I am in possession of.’’4° 
Later in the year, however, Flynn met Devin Garrity, anti-Roosevelt 
owner of the Devin-Adair Publishing Company, and this firm dis- 
seminated The Roosevelt Myth. 

Flynn continued to speak and write publicly for twelve more 
years but was compelled to find more and more conservative backers 
to sponsor his works. America’s Future, Inc., a militantly anti-Com- 
munist educational group, underwrote for several years during the 
1950s a weekly Flynn radio broadcast, “Behind the Headlines.’’®° 
Devin-Adair circulated his next, and last, four books. Written be- 
tween 1949 and 1955, these volumes attacked President Harry Tru- 
man’s continuation of Roosevelt’s high government spending, 
taxation, and internationalism, warned of “creeping socialism” in 
the United States, contended that Communists in the federal gov- 
ernment had obstructed American efforts to aid Chiang Kai-shek 
and led to Mao Tse-tung’s victory in China, and warned of other 
alleged Communist penetration of the American government and 
economy.®! Flynn’s last books also recommended a virtually com- 
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plete repudiation of the substantive decisions of Roosevelt’s presi- 
dency. He counseled invalidation of all Supreme Court decisions 
since 1937, dissolution of the United Nations, legislation prohibit- 
ing deficit spending, termination of all federal powers not specifi- 
cally and literally granted in the Constitution, and passage of the 
Bricker Amendment negating international executive agreements 
not approved by Congress. Flynn also prescribed repeal of the grad- 
uated income tax embodied in the Sixteenth Amendment.®? During 
1956 he revised The Roosevelt Myth to make it even more strongly 
opposed to Roosevelt. Two years later his health began to fail. Flynn 
reluctantly retired in 1960, in his seventy-ninth year. He died in 
1964.58 

John Flynn never regretted the ideological positions that he took 
during his lifetime. He remained proud of his association with the 
America First Committee, and he continued to blame Roosevelt for 
this nation’s war involvement. Im 1956 he went so far as to charge 
that the dead President decided to enter the European war as early 
as October 1940. From this initial date forward, Flynn asserted, 
Roosevelt’s “public avowals were the precise opposite of his secret 
intentions. He did not tell the truth to the American people from the 
beginning to the end.”’54 Flynn also persisted in his belief that the 
financial burdens of total war between 1941 and 1945, and the sub- 
sequent deficit/defense spending cycle, would result in the collapse 
of the English and American economies and bring fascism to both 
of these countries.55 His long years of watching President Roosevelt 
expand the powers of the executive branch taught Flynn to fear big 
government more than he had feared the power of big business in 
the prewar period. 

Many other NYC-AFC leaders followed a pattern similar to that of 
Flynn during the years after 1941; they supported the war effort 
itself but sustained the conviction that World War II was unneces- 
sary, futile, and deplorable. However, most America Firsters did 
not embrace Flynn’s extreme anti-Communism. In May 1941 Wil- 
liam T. Leonard, chairman of the Brooklyn AFC, expressed the pre- 
vailing sentiment of most committee members toward an actual 
national emergency. “If the American people go to war,” Leonard 
promised, “the America First Committee will give its utmost efforts 
and will support and back the President in a war against the Axis.’’5& 
Shortly after the Pearl Harbor attack many AFC leaders and mem- 
bers in New York and elsewhere redeemed Leonard’s pledge. Eas- 
tern regional field representative Joseph Boldt and ranking NYC- 
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AFC staff member Robert Bliss, both became lieutenant commanders 
in the navy, and national director Robert D. Stuart served as an army 
artillery major in Europe. New York America First sponsoring com- 
mittee member Archibald Roosevelt, a lieutenant colonel, became a 
battalion commander in New Guinea and was severely wounded by 
shrapnel at Biak. Colonel Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., another NYC- 
AFC sponsor, died of heart attack at Omaha Beach.5? 

Despite the admirable service records of some America Firsters, 
others, according to national chairman Robert E. Wood, were “de- 
barred from any really important post in the war effort.’’5® The most 
prominent AFC leader prevented from playing the role that he 
sought in the nation’s war mobilization was Charles Lindbergh. 
Within three days after the Pearl Harbor raid Lindbergh volun- 
teered his services to the U.S. Army Air Corps, but his offer was met 
with official silence. “Definite limits exist to the Administration’s 
desire for ‘unity,’ ” he ruefully complained to Wood. “Those limits 
do not extend very far into the group of people who have disagreed 
with the policies of the President.’>® In January 1942 the aviator 
attempted to penetrate the governmental rebuff by speaking to Sec- 
retary of War Henry L. Stimson and to General Henry H. (“Hap”) 
Arnold, chief of the U.S. Army Air Forces. Both officials informed 
Lindbergh that in order to be allowed to serve he would have to 
issue a statement retracting or greatly modifying his 1939-1941 non- 
interventionist views. Arnold later admitted that these orders to 
Lindbergh came directly from Roosevelt, and that the famous flier’s 
America First involvement “had alienated him permanently from 
[the] President’s . . . good will.”” Deeply shocked and offended, 
Lindbergh refused to recant his earlier antiwar views, and ceased 
trying to regain his air corps commission. “After all,” he declared, 
“we're supposed to be fighting for democracy and one’s right to 
express his own political views, aren’t we?’’® 

After his offer to enter active military service was refused, Lind- 
bergh endeavored to aid the war effort from inside the aviation in- 
dustry. However, he again found governmental pressure directed 
against him. He was first encouraged and then rejected by Pan 
American Airlines, Curtiss-Wright Aircraft Company, and others. In 
all cases company officials maintained that they wanted to welcome 
him but that the White House had informed them that the President 
would be “very angry” if Lindbergh were hired.*! In early March 
the famous aviator, heartened by Roosevelt’s press secretary, Ste- 
phen Early, almost accepted a post with United Aircraft Company. 
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He then learned that the firm was being investigated by the Senate 
for selling equipment to Germany and Japan in the immediate pre- 
war years. Positive that the President was encouraging the connec- 
tion with United in order to embarrass him, Lindbergh backed away 
from the offer.62 “I am beginning to wonder whether I will be 
blocked in every attempt I make to take part in this war,” he cried 
desperately in the late winter of 1942. He had always believed, he 
asserted, that every American citizen possessed “the right and duty 
to state his opinion in peace and to fight for his country in war. But 
the Roosevelt Administration seems to think otherwise.’’® Finally, 
in April, he joined Detroit auto manufacturer Henry Ford as super- 
visor of Ford’s bomber plant at Willow Run, Michigan. Two years 
later Lindbergh became a civilian pilot trainer in the Pacific and 
shot down at least two Japanese Zeros.®4 

Despite his support of the war effort itself, Lindbergh continued 
to hold his noninterventionist beliefs for the rest of his life. In mid- 
1944 he encountered Archibald Roosevelt in the Pacific and they 
talked of “the now obvious hypocrisy of the prewar [interventionist] 
idealists.’”®5 A quarter of a century later he contended that “‘it is 
alarmingly possible that .. . in a broader sense . . . we lost it [World 
War II], for our Western civilization is less respected and secure 
than it was before.” He pointed to what he perceived as the menac- 
ing threats of the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China, 
the reduction of England to a “secondary power,” the “mild dicta- 
torship” of France, and the dissatisfaction and unrest within the 
United States. “Most of the challenges . . . that tower before us with 
unprecedented magnitude in almost every field of modern life... 
were, at least, intensified through the waging of World War II.’’6& 

Other America First leaders also maintained an abiding belief in 
the noninterventionist cause and the futility of World War II. Bur- 
ton K. Wheeler asserted more than twenty years after the AFC dis- 
banded that Roosevelt “never tried to keep us out of the war, while 
deliberately misleading the people into thinking that he was... . 
War simply does not settle anything. ... The world got dictators and 
less freedom [as a result of the war].’’®7 More than ten years after 
Wheeler last spoke out Stuart declared that a definitive assessment 
of the America First position was impossible, but that “as mankind 
increasingly faces up to the futility and horror of war . . . a position 
recommending nonintervention will seem wiser and wiser.’’6 
Speaking a few months after Stuart, Robert Bliss termed his involve- 
ment with the AFC “a great experience” and vowed that he would 
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“sure do it again.”” He was convinced that World War II brutalized 
American society and led to the looming ascendancy of Russia, but 
he did maintain that Hitler had to be fought and stopped. 

Thirty years after Pearl Harbor some historians also began to turn 
away from the stridently interventionist texts and monographs that 
characterized the wartime and the immediate postwar periods.7° 
The tensions and national soul-searching brought about by the Viet- 
nam war provided the most powerful impetus for this shift in histor- 
ical thinking. In a resounding 1972 challenge to the traditional 
perceptions of World War II, Yale political scientist Bruce M. Rus- 
set contended that “most Americans probably would have been no 
worse off, and possibly a little better, if the United States had never 
become a belligerent” in the war. Russet reasoned that the basic 
structure of international politics changed little as a result of World 
War II, for the Soviet Union replaced Germany as the great threat to 
European security, and Japan once more became a major power 
competing for meager world resources. Moreover, asserted Russet, 
the war set “precedents for our thinking” that led too easily to later 
interventions in Korea and Vietnam.7! 

Thirty years after the AFC dissolved, however, confirmations of 
the committee position regarding the futility of World War II itself 
missed one of the most crucial and valuable points about the Ameri- 
can First movement. The AFC significantly contributed to Ameri- 
can thought by warning against excessive extension of power in the 
executive branch of government, official concealment or distortion 
of information to achieve policy ends not generally understood or 
approved by the public, campaign speeches for peace followed by 
warlike actions, inflexible attempts to spread democracy “by the 
sword,” and neglect of pressing domestic concerns because of mas- 
sive military and financial commitments abroad. Ruth Sarles, an 
officer in the America First Washington research bureau and later 
the committee historian, perhaps best expressed this aspect of AFC 
philosophy when she reacted angrily against undue secrecy in gov- 
ernment. “One had only to live in Washington in the months before 
the country went to war,” she fulminated, “to hear the view ex- 
pressed freely that the tragedy of the times was that the men who 
knew what to do. were handicapped by the slowness of people to 
recognize ‘reality.’ ” Sarles then went on to pose the vital question: 
“Does democracy . .. force government into the hands of a cabal of 
experts who, on the basis of facts available only to them, must 
scheme to accomplish what the people do not support and must 
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always be propagandizing to make the people catch up with them? 
... Is our representative system . .. adequate to today?" 

The vear 1941 was a turning point in the lives of both John Thom- 
as Flynn and the United States of America. In Flynn's case a man 
fought energetically for a policy that he believed was best for his 
country. He lost, and he accepted the loss gracefully because he had 
faith in the democratic tenets of free discussion in peace and nation- 
al unity in war. However, when he observed the continued vilifica- 
tion of those who disagreed with the administration in power, his 
anger grew. 

The year 1941 also saw the United States go to war. A bitterly 
divided and somewhat skeptical nation was transformed on Decem- 
ber 7 into a unified fighting community. In the drama and excite- 
ment of winning the war some of the fundamental reasons for 
prewar divisions were forgotten. The America First protests against 
excessive power and secrecy in the executive branch of government 
were overlooked as the United States pursued the monumental task 
at hand. The drift away from the traditional constitutional balance 
of powers continued, and great injury was done to this delicate 
equilibrium. Perhaps the clearest warning sounded in 1941 against 
this dangerous new trend was enunciated by New Hampshire sena- 
tor and AFC spokesman Charles W. Tobey: “In my opinion the 
greatest menace to this country and to our own form of government, 
does not come from any enemy abroad, but rather exists right here in 
our own country . .. under the Capitol Dome in Washington, where 
the people’s representatives in the Congress, have apparently lost 
their sense of responsibility under the Constitution to act as a sepa- 
rate but coordinate branch of the federal government and have 
yielded to pressure and blandishments of another branch, the 
executive.”’78 
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Appendix A 


Persons Present at First Two NYC-AFC 
Organizational Luncheons 


DECEMBER 6, 1940—-TOWN HALL CLUB, NEW YORK CITY 


John T. Flynn 


Bruce Barton Allen M. Pope 

Avery Claflin Harold Sprout 

John Elting Douglas Stewart 

F. Abbott Goodhue (representing Charles Payson) 
Robert M. Harriss H. Dudley Swim 

Randolph Phillips Robert Ralph Young 


DECEMBER 12, 1940—-BANKERS CLUB, NEW YORK CITY 


John T. Flynn ‘ 
Robert E. Wood 


Mrs. J. Howland Auchincloss Mr. and Mrs. Cecil J. North 


W. H. Bennett Randolph Phillips 
Richard E. Berlin Allen M. Pope 
Graham B. Blaine Robert U. Redpath, Jr. 
Thomas W. Bowers _ H. Smith Richardson 
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Avery Claflin Lunsford Richardson 
Mrs. William Shippen Davis Daniel Rockford 


F. Abbott Goodhue Archibald Roosevelt 
John P. Grant C. R. Schaeffer 
Robert M. Harriss Willard Simpkins 
Robert Haydock Benjamin Strong 
Joseph F. Higgins H. Dudley Swim 
Hugh Knowlton Bayard F. Swope 
William C. Lengel Arthur J. Talley 

W. L. Momsen Robert Ralph Young 


J. L. Montgomery 
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Appendix B 


Large Contributors to America First from the Northeast 


CONTRIBUTORS OF $100.00 OR MORE TO THE NYC-AFC 


Mr. and Mrs. Berton A. Allen, East Orange, N.J. .....c0.c.ce00e $325.00 
MOMS. BirarGemBaetOn, NYC. os...........cccccccccscsssssorscscceccccessncececsanes $225.00 
MN KAUIIY GS 5.....0:.000006cssctocecscssceaccscscoscosssconsevassozstonnce $250.00 
Gaeariy DB aameP NYC .o....cccccccccossscscccossseqsssceccccesessnccoscurseces $100.00 
John W. Blodgett, Grand Rapids, Mich.........cc.cccccccessceenes $3,000.00 
Mrs. David Boies, Jr., Whitehouse, N.J. ..........cecccccesssscccesenees $105.00 
NMS. eee lester NVC ........ccdesccsceccsvescsssorececcnsssaccecoseevensos $200.00 
Mr. and Mrs. Frederic E. Camp, 

PPT MEVIUTE TIT IUANTIE 0 -.......0005.s00a0nesonesccocescoonnncocncecessasveenaeves $200.00 
J Hy Ganley Br@Gklyn, NVY...............:ccsecsccssscccessecesessescauzers $100.00 
Pawar nildseNOnbork, COMMN.............cccccesesccsesecsccoeveenss $500.00 
ivy Oo rerelr ProvideMmee, RTi6s.........0sccecicecvaconessessersesossecee $100.00 
Pete EC OTIOINGEO , .......2..0ccccccccueeiedeuseeatsccsevsatsusscosccesianens $100.00 
Deer OMG OMIM, LMEMPAW............1..scrcrerssoersossossrsersesersrs $300.00 
Mrs. Avery Coonley, Washington, D.C. ..........c:.ccccsesereseeeenees $100.00 
Nirvana Mes, | Sargeant CramyNyC..................cccsossssccosoones $966.00 
Pre Tbm TOUS MMA IY 2. :2.0sss0sesterececarscesnssssecccsesencasees $135.00 
Mrs. Pauline Dankelmann;, NYC ...................ccocsccccccsssssscseees $100.00 
Charles H. Davis, Bass River, Cape Cod, Mass............0000008 $150.00 
PPIPSSPIPOIETIMIDAVISPINIVC oii... cccccecscccecccsscccsccesccncssesscccecccsores $100.00 
et DD AVIRGIVIT™. ...........cccsecrsccscccscsscsecscecessccerscoersscers $100.00 


Mrs. M. Hartley Dodge, Madison, N.J........ssscccsssscsesreeeeees $2,500.00 


Mrsajanet Av imles, NYG iii o ccc: ede ep esse snnctemermeererecsscesessee $950.00 
Mrs. William H. Fain, Greenwich, Conn. .........:cccccccccsssseeeees $170.00 
Edward Farley (c/o Christine Gawne), 

untimeren, lone Island, Ni, Y.ceseemes ce sccccretecreesagscess ened $100.00 
Mrs, Horace C. Flanigan, Purchase, N-Y .2...:.cssescsssseeccesssreoes $100.00 
Pee PNM Co vicscacsenssasncuesad teoeeetsecevaueteetame tent erovanatasta ates: $100.00 
JohmG, Flynn, Mt. Vernon) No Ye vue. coccsscccccarceeosexseeesantee at cases $225.00 
John T,. Flynn, Bayside, Long Island) NY nas... s2120.0000002-0---s $100.00 
Drewiildiedioent NYG &.....cescrree eee esos sce ckecanaseeetereses $110.00 
Jolimblitreyabroaokiyin N.Y sdccccccceteeee tae rece or scensos-a3-<cdu~ncassaeee $100.00 
Mr. and Mrs. Childs Frick, 

S| vane rr els eure ieee vssatsacievvssvereserscascstesocreueecerere $3,000.00 
John Hemming Pry, Cos Cob, Conn, .5....550066s+.00d0ecs4-00000 ree $600.00 
Bie me OTTO IASIECINGN G .ccssessacaucsacscccteocueuscteccdestucectecoscoeme $100.00 
Mrs. Lillian Fuller, NYC............. BR ie eek scant keen ene Sereeeeeeere $100.00 
CharlesiB: Galvine NYC uo eee $110.00 
Mrs] Predenckserciicr NYC.............::icsoss0sscereteieessatesescesenc: $453.00 
Bradley Goodyear, Otsego County, N.Y..........:.ccseessseeeeerereees $125.00 
Pauk GC, Grave mhorst Nie sss :iccaassscusssscsciseaacecetsoteoenuiectecsucss $105.00 
A. G. Gronbeck, Forest Hills, Long Island, N.Y. ............00000. $125.00 
Mis cmtbate a. IN VG i oc.s ccsveccacccoreiecoedse itera ccatsees santas eee $100.00 
Homenuevestlarriss. NY C ....cscoccvcssevsecscoceecsevou sconce oPneaete eee $200.00 
Nis aletean Ot Ccbd AUCING <5. 22s cscscecuauciwecccvessisvccmeeseeeeeer ee ae ee $100.00 
Dnomas).riggins, Brooklyn. IN; Ys<.......ceeseeessseeae eee $100.00 
Otto Hildebrandt, Williston Park, 

Meco Sara hs IN Yi g cs ovis ode accccconcxcssiviccsivGeeeeeeee teen eee $110.00 
Thomas Hitcheock NYC vicc:.sc.cscsisecs.ss0 ee $150.00 
Mrs. E. H. Hooker, Greenwich, Conn. .............csssecccesesseecceeee $500.00 
Allene lu bland, NW Gigs. 0....cccdteeeseaiesccaviese eee $100.00 
Mrs. Mary Richardson Jackson, New Haven, Conn. ......... $1,000.00 
Amma oost; Southold oN. Y <.u:cG cscs -+coccceeescasaecss ee $500.00 
Thomas H. Kennedy, Bradford, Pa..........c::cssscessccesssccsscceesees $500.00 
Edward Kracke, Montclair, N.J. .....::-.:1.etet cee $285.00 
Mrep@laude W. Kress, NYC .....dcsatscace ee $100.00 
Mrs: Cornelmus Wane, NYC.,:....4096 ee $400.00 
Re Guat Mescag Ny... osilisscssseneassceseaccee ee $250.00 
Mort WewissINY G 2203.2. .iescaiescsoscauvatsesietee ee $100.00 
Phi Giebman, NYC ........:.::00seesseecel ee $250.00 
Bae vicAtees NYG x cce.csisachssiscesvesates ae eee $200.00 
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Thomas MacSweeney, NYC ........cccccccscssssssssesecssseecessecesceceeees $100.00 


CBGARCPAMIMIGIOF NYG ...............:scenceceseosecessssccccssecsesnceccosoessetts $100.00 
DESPA. Oe MAOH. scsecececsssscvecececocceoteccososoesses. Pe sec $100.00 
Mrs. Adelaide Hooker Marquand, NYC ooeecsccccccccceseeeZeccecesees $750.00 
Mrs. Anna H. Matthewson, NYC........cccccccccccsececee a re $240.00 
Mrs. Kathleen H. Meeker, Unadilla, N.Y......ccccccccceccossecseceeees $120.00 
Pre Niemeinmes oremax, NY 25 ..02.02c..5sc.senccssecoecsesssocessceessoececceeeesee $250.00 
ars Alida K, NIMS Rem NIYUC. o:...-ccscicsccsecsecicossescccceccescoocescees $250.00 
Benjamin Franklin Meisner, Millburn, 1 eee ee nemeene $100.00 
MMMM EOLA INY C .........00ssesenesecsccosteccsacsacecsencecscsssocsscosescoose $225.00 
OB PMI NYG 5.0. sncsucceadecve-cseassonccaccdcsioseccoscssusseoccoosons $100.00 
Mrs. Saitiry Parry Musil, Scarborough, N.Y...........ccccceeceeeee $100.00 
erMIM OMS NY © ...55.0ccc0cs022..0:08las.e0ceoseseoeccsecconceccseceooee $103.00 
Mrs. Mary Owporiiell: BEDOK Vis NY vi .ccc.sccocessesvncseesecoitecs, $130.00 
Mrs. Evelyn Palmer, Ridgefield, Conn.........c.cccccesscescecsessees $375.00 
Wee epieMs. Patterson, NYC ....-.......60.0sc.cseecceccoocececoonensoeooseorses $100.00 
Pecomiviemy Kk Patterson, NYC.....,...00::-ccc<sesscossssscssscsssessceasees $250.00 
Nereanroleins, Walter Piel NYG ..,............c.0+-...sssecsecosscseccoessccee $180.00 
Prmsmoetom Pomiar, NYC............20.00....:.0.scesescccccsccececeeccocsescose $100.00 
oll Me Rc (Oe $1,000.00 
MBM CEE NY © ......00.000ccencocserecosccecsoesoosccesecevensosssecenees $120.00 
Sratet Hevelarcdson, NYC..................0coccsossssssocsssceccccessenes $3,100.00 
Hiv smth Richardson, Jr., NYC.............cccccocccsssosssersscosecceees $1,500.00 
Menmeterd Rie@hardson, NVC ...............c00cccossccseessessscacesseoss $1,000.00 
Miss M. Zorata Richtberg, Richmond Hill, N.Y............00000.. $100.00 
Nees Merin la GSE VION G. 222000000.........ccssccccccssovscossscssoeseeees $170.00 
Howell L. Seiple, Chester Springs, Pa. .............:cccccsccesesseeeees $100.00 
Nese. G, Shields, Flemington, N.J. ...........0......ccssscssssoeeees $161.00 
Iwer Sikorsky, Bridgeport, Conm......................00ccssercccscrcessese $242.00 
Mrs. Helen Stauffer, Greenwich, Conn. ..............cceseeseesesseeees $100.00 
(Gapieeel Stetsons NYC ..............0.c0ccccceeseeccecsscsessonecscsscesocees $1,000.00 
CO Ee ose cscs csevsnrssesssosccccosasonssccsovenscnosscvstbocsonsntocsos $350.00 
NI SPHINN Gy... o. sane ecveocsansesnecccscnssesscconserseneoadllceoenes $100.00 
IRIN TEN GR es cisansncsecssescesnoeesssnessesnceseoossncsssnensceedensvsns $100.00 
Meese Howell Van GerbigyNYC..............c...ccssccsesssossescsssosences $250.00 
Hmest 1. Walker, Hast Orange, N.J............cccscssssrersccssesseee $100.00 
MERTON. VEC INIVC) -iigis<..secescccsseoeesececascseseccesseosdelonesnias $175.00 
Drs Its Ward NY C.........:0:c.c.cccececeseseneeostiliecseoned $300.00 
Edwin S. Webster, Boston, Ma5S6.............cccsssccccsssssseesessseees $1,000.00 
fees. Webster, Jr., NYC..............s.cccossssssssessessoseseneecoes $5,000.00 
Eemestel. Weir, Pittsburgh, Pa. ...............cccssossccssssssseccesseess $1,000.00 
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Mrs. Conkey Whitehead, NYC...........c:ccsscsssssreeeressseceneceneeens $500.00 


BU Pioritam WilsGny NYC .q...............s0scoccceeeescensstuuoeveetensaannns $300.00 
Mr. and Mrs. William C. S. Wilson, NYC..........::::ccsccceeseseees $450.00 
Robert R. Young, Newport, R.1...........ssccsstessessrsssoseseeeees $1,000.00 


CONTRIBUTORS OF $100 OR MORE TO THE AFC NATIONAL 
COMMITTEE FROM THE NORTHEAST 


Anonymous (probably Charles Payson), NYC... $8,000.00 
RoamamBodaewhounsn NVC ......:cetescessasnss. ..05tieie.siness.> allen stems $100.00 
rreraleer, Jit, NIG... 006 06... RE ses $100.00 
Ieaneis Birds Gast Walpole; Mass... .ciic...cssssces-.sntewertaoceeoseseea $350.00 
Heawand Rasen kesinyoN:). .......0 titi... cciaeias. seer. ea $175.00 
Annie J. Bronson, Brookline, Mass............::csssseeeseeseeereeseseee $149.00 
PITTI ANID N.........-.000eecceccccszacsnessncnscn cds e556 $700.00 
Mrs. Frederic E. Camp, East Biehl, Wiaitie... anes. ..eex $100.00 
Mrs. Roscoe A. Carter, Brookline, MaSS. .......:::cccccccccesesesssses $100.00 
Mrs. G. Lloyd Cowan, Edgewater Park, N.J. ..........cssscccceeeees $150.00 
Gay. GoxzpBoston, Miaas.................:s00sesss0ssss10-ecsasnons ds $100.00 
Henry M. Crane, NYC...............0006 Pe Pee $400.00 
Geena. Groftsy Budlalo, NY ...066.......23900.1.0160.0 $450.00 
OS FOI... sincecccoeceocesncccnnecaivonsonclttiee entities tsece $125.00 
Mienagumiside Cuamasy NYC ....sdatis......0:cccsccceesstile. .coeaenennNIR . $100.00 
Wier LT Geller, NYC ..2.2.............00000..000000ssss seen $1,000.00 
Mr. & Mrs. John A. Donahoe, Pittsburgh, Pa... eee $200.00 
Wo coccry) Oph Ue p 4 Oe iets i ee $300.00 
Wiel) SS) fe ae ae $100.00 
Mrs. Charles Ejinsiedler, Stirling, N.J. .......cccccccccecccesesccenceoes $250.00 
@alWiicbent Cobibent: NYC.inuc.:...00eeer:. ae $125.00 
Mrs. William H. Fain, Greenwich, Conn................cccseeecsceees $105.00 
Horace C. Flanigan, Purchase, N.Y. .............ccccssccscocccssssscees $500.00 
Allan W. Gilmore, Philadelphia, Pa. .............cccccccccccccssscceceeee $115.00 
So MEO oS sO $500.00 
Mrs. Frederick Guest, NYC ...........ccccsccccsssssccocssscssceseesececcceeee $700.00 
Henry Gund, Jr., Cheshire, Conn. ........ccccccccccccssseccsseeeeeeecee $2,200.00 
T. C. Haffenreffer, Brookline, Mass..........cccccccoseccccseecccccecseeee $950.00 
Perammand Hansen, NYC ..............ccsssssecesssseulvececccss0s-..08e., $100.00 
Relea: Fiammissp NYC ................058ii.. 0 a Be. $600.00 
Rey Heyer) Nazareth, Pa..............ccs......s00r... SN $325.00 
Pi eaiser, NIMC .......0eRRIII.............0c0sccsveeveseseos nn. $100.00 


TORE POMGOMINIYG ooo ccjctcsnssntseceeoccsnseccsoscoessvessacdotddasesiesses $1,350.00 


eatin OodOlMmson: NYC .......ccssccccsccosssscitisscsssvecoscoscosesecese $300.00 
Mrs. Max Kade, Upper Montclair, N.J..c...cc.ccccescssecssscscceeeees $150.00 
F. L. Kennedy, Pelham, N.Y. .............ccc00 eames: AU TOPOS $100.00 
Ue | | Ce $100.00 
Samuel H. Kress Foundation, NYC...........ccccccccssssesssssessssseees $100.00 
Levingston Lansing, Skaneateles, N.Y...........cccccccsssscesseseeeees $126.00 
Morris E. Leeds, Philadelphia, Pa...........cceccccssseeseesesecseeeee $200.00 
John E. Leibenderfer, Bronxville, N.Y. .....cccccccceeeeseeeseeeeees $185.00 
Niort as Fr Senescing NYC . csnccoseiees.....0ccisstssosccosssocevsconsceasesees $375.00 
Charles A. Lindbergh, Huntington, L.I., N.Y. .........cccccee $100.00 
Elizabeth D. Lowe, Boston, Mass..........ccccccscccssscsssssesseseeseees $100.00 
Mrs. H. C. McElIdowney, Pittsburgh, Pa..............ccccceseeeeeees $100.00 
Aliere®!). MeVittys Princeton. J......cicses..dds....0cccessddteossveseeses $210.00 
HawardiE,. Mayer; Montelair, Ni.J................csscccssscsssssresssoeess $105.00 
Benjamin Franklin Meisner, Millburn, N.J. .............::ccescccee $100.00 
Mr. & Mrs. David Meyers, St. Davids, Pa...........::ccccccceesssseees $175.00 
Wereremeln WitlonmkeO NYC, ,........00ccccneccsselleresssccesescarsananessccnes $5,000.00 
E.. E. Maeser) Mountain Lakesy N.J..................ccscccsccssrssseeees $175.00 
C. Be Witihlenbere, Irip Reading, Panc............0....cseccccosrerssrenes $200.00 
JommBrPainenyre BostonpMiass: ...22.............:c.ssccsssseesosseosenss $450.00 
Robert Treat Paine Il; BOstOm, MaSS...............ccccsssesssssssscses $2,200.00 
PCIE Coo... cise... o0teevecosoncscenscseecsesed@eeecevennersibbece $100.00 
Omen detBattersomy NY C ....25cciscccseess...ccosssesceesseeccveseneesuess $4,000.00 
MaraioraraiSs Perot, NYC sissscssissics......c0.ccccseccosesccsneronsonenes $100.00 
BTCC IO... .cncsssnsacesssdecsasccesssececestcossxenceessencedennctbaues $500.00 
Wiremete POG NYC. ............csrccssscessccconocesssscstlloncsteeetleseeeee $100.00 
Naar GING Gye cccccvecicecccesctcepsccncovevceasseesececcecerenee $1,000.00 
Ne MIN tires cececccscscccccessscccssostsiecsscesccsseceoooees $700.00 
Mr. & Mrs. E. Parmelee Prentiss, 

WERRISTOVTAPIUASSE ......... oo... csccsceessscsosesessseerseceossonsnsnene $1,050.00 
Ali@ede: PIOStABToO Kline], MaSS.............0000..000ss000-.0eeeereeeevenes $125.00 
Col. Latham Reed, Southampton, L.L., N.Y. ........ sc ceeeeseeeeees $250.00 
Henry Regnery, East Millsboro, Pa.........:.sccssceeercereeeenees $1,000.00 
Mas, AWSwGise, SWanseanMass. ..................:cccsccrcsssrerreseses $119.00 
RNR 2a oe sacs n sas sntresceagsasnencseensssssanensooeorersns $110.00 
H. Smith Richardson, NYC......ccccccccecssssssesesceseeeeceseeeenens $18,000.00 
Lunsford Richardson, Greenwich, Conn. ...............es00800 $4,000.00 
Mrs. Benjamin Rogers, Tuxedo Park, N.Y........sesceseseeeseeeees $350.00 
George S. Rodgers, NYC .......s:ssscsssssssesseressecserecesseeesseeenennes $190.00 
Fredemich E. Pyan, NYC ..........,.......cccsorrccserserssssserssoeronees $100.00 


Mr. & Mrs. Erdman E. Scharg, Rutherford, N.J...........:.:008 $305.00 


Frede@rrek A.D, Schwarz; NC. ......csscss:.sscacsossecevssesseveserzevevess $100.00 
Howell L. Seiple, Chéster Springs, Pa. <.czgegecss....s0c00cceoseentvess $100.00 
Walter K. Shaw, Jr., Boston, MasS..............00008 Rene oN $1,500.00 
Igonl. Sikorsky, Bridgeport, Conn..............s.. tie... .sgessusemam $325.00 
HWS Witith, Batic ort: COnMeacisdcisccacccsesvssupeecsettonsatiscossceeye $100.00 
TRS GOIINIL C., oa0.0u0s0csadennbsvieten eUaencsreieesecaadeee ess Jasce. eeumaa es $100.00 
Philip G. Stevens, New Haven, Conn. ..........:::ccccssssseccseessones $150.00 
Geli Stout, Plamimela. NN.) .cccisaes....++0.00-.cesegpemmnes ones sos: $139.00 
Charles G. Taylor, Phila@elphiay Pa...............00..0008M0s..ccnses-s $110.00 
Vemoni. Vavlorvdindiana, Pa. ......2egiegas....ceeteeemneerrenceesz<ce $950.00 
Loma; limmennane NYC ...........copnes:. core ees ss scse ss. $125.00 
Pee Rain IN nese... scsasdnsnandvonessdantesties os csagauyeentee teereeeees $410.00 
United! Cosk Company, Kearny, N.J.........000Wis000..0.080Udessccee $150.00 
Rite rel WW, NVC Sikk........ccccccsusenosotuQlerseettnenss ssleaeieie sas $125.00 
Watesbury, Conn., AFC Chapterss..........sitvc.scassvesesss.ccesesee0es $200.00 
Pree ears OW elaster. re NYC. ....0.ccsssascossssoecessnsvnsareevsnedovetcnees $2,500.00 
Louis A. Wehle, Rochester, N.Y..............:ccccccscsssssssereccsseseceeee $100.00 
Ey Dairies buen Pa, ........5..+:...sesaaumeepeerssavsbiaceselesesteuees $500.00 
HaneiWieir, Pitts bumgity Pas.........00:...sssssovicesssaseestsse¥ieyeeas $1,500.00 
E. Schier Welch, Boston, MasS. .........ccccccccscccccsssssssrsssccccesseees $100.00 
Ermest ow neeler, NYG 2.5 scceccicecs Si <.c80l0s.. 0100... SR $110.00 
Mrs. Geoffrey G. Whitney, Milton, Mass. .......:..cccccccsseeeseeees $110.00 
Beat trormntem Walson, NYC... .....0cccccccssosseceoncsscovetevdesestnveceestere $250.00 
irs Walliam C. S. Wilson, NYC............<..scccc--ccseeceeeeueesscoetens $250.00 
Mary Winsor, Philadelphia. Pa,........:.0:..000ccsssssesonrcererocacccse $120.00 
RobertR. Young, Newport, BI. ................c.sscscosesseseesccsoonsee $7,000.00 


186 


Appendix C 


Final Statement of Receipts and Disbursements of 
NYC-AFC, Inc., January 23, 1941-May 20, 1941 


PREPARED BY ARTHUR YOUNG AND CoO., AUDITORS. 
SUBMITTED ON May 26, 1941 


Receipts: 
Contributions $141,865.02 
Mass Meetings $32,248.25 


Sale of Tickets ($15,756.60) 
Collections and Misc. Receipts (16,491.65) 


Sale of Literature, Refunds and Misc. $5,769.93 
Sale of Pins $667.24 
Refunds and Advances $11,311.53 


Advances by National Committee (see contra) ($6,584.52) 

Exchanges and Transfers (see contra) ($1,412.50) 

Salaries Refunded by Writers’ Committee and 

NYC-AFC Bulletin ($857.53) 

Telephone Deposit Refunds (see contra) ($800.00) 

Bail Bond Refund (see contra) ($490.00) 

Other Advances and Refunds ($1,166.98) 
Sundry Receipts $80.56 
Total Receipts $191,942.53 
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Disbursements: 

Cost of Meetings, Publicity, etc. $94 .066.97 
Circularization and Literature for Distribution ($37,736.31) 
Publicity and Publications ($33,550.84), 

Mass Meetings ($22,769.82) 


Contributions to Other Chapters and Organizations $13,339.68 


Salaries and Wages (inc. Social Security Taxes) $40,787.23 
Office and General Expenses $34,410.76 
Telephone, Telegraph and Teletype ($8,613.52) 
Rent ($5,717.51) 


Traveling Expenses ($4,584.00) 
Rental of Office Furniture, Equipment, 
Accounting Services, and Misc. ($15,495.73) 
Refunds and Advances ; $9,287.02 
Repayment of Advances by National Committee 
(see contra) ($6,584.52) 
Exchanges and Transfers (see contra) ($1,412.50) 
Telephone Deposits (see contra) ($800.00) 
Bail Bond Deposit (see contra) ($490.00) 
Liquidating Fund, Representing Balance of 
Cash on Hand $50.86 
Total Disbursements $191,942.53 


NOTE: This included funds received and disbursed by the NYC- 


AFC chapter committee only; it does not include the funds 
of any of the subchapters. 
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Appendix D 


AFC Chapters in the Northeast: 
Formal and Informal Affiliates of the NYC-AFC. 


Connecticut (formal affiliate of NYC-AFC): 
Bridgeport—Mrs. Frances Phillips 
Hartford—William T. Bissell 
New Haven—Kingman Brewster, Jr.; Edwin A. Borchard 
Norfolk—Joseph R. Carroll 
Stamford, Greenwich, and Norwalk—Gregory Mason 
Waterbury—John Fista 


Maine (informal affiliate of NYC-AFC): 
Lewiston 
Portland—Haven Sawyer 


Massachusetts (informal affiliate of NYC-AFC): 
Boston—Tudor Gardiner, Jr., and Paul Killiam 
Cambridge , 

Greenfield 

Northampton . 

Springfield—Richard Emerson; George Yarrington, and 
Mrs. Bradley E. Stafford 

Worcester—Mrs. Carl Barnes 
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New Jersey (informal affiliate of NYC-AFC): 
East Orange, Montclair and Paterson—Joseph V. Menegus 
Hackensack (Bergen County)—Mrs. Neal Dow Newby 
Jersey City—Raymond Hanfield 
Newark—Mrs. Mary Henninger 
Trenton—John McGrath 


* 


New York 
Bronx (and 17 units)—Vincent A. Giaquinto 
Brooklyn (and 6 units) —William T. Leonard 
Buffalo—Millard Dorntge, and Gilbert Pederson 
Long Island (Five Towns Headquarters, and 8 units) — 
Edgar Treacy 
Manhattan (and 7 branches)—Henry Christ 
Staten Island—Mrs. Lila Jump 
Westchester County (and 6 units)—Allen Campbell 


Pennsylvania (informal affiliate of NYC-AFC): 
Philadelphia—Isaac Pennypacker 
Pittsburgh 


Vermont (informal affiliate of NYC): 


Bennington 
Burlington 
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Appendix E 


Films, Film Companies and Individuals Scored 
by Gerald Nye 


FILMS NAMED AS PROWAR PROPAGANDA BY NYE AND OTHER 
NONINTERVENTIONISTS: 


. After Mein Kampf 
Convoy 

Escape 

Flight Command 
Foreign Correspondent 
Great Dictator, The 

. I Married a Nazi 

. Man Hunt 

. Mortal Storm, The 

10. Mystery Sea Raider 
11. Night Train | 

12. Ramparts We Watched 
13. Sergeant York 

14. That Hamilton Woman 
15. They Dare Not Love 
16. Victory in the West 

17. World in Flames, The 


OCOD TLR Go bo 


Bio 


COMPANIES AND EXECUTIVES NAMED AS CONSPIRING TO PRODUCE 
PROWAR PROPAGANDA: 


OD or 


m= © © 0 =] 


pat pat 


1. Columbia Pictures—Harry and Jack Cohn 
2. 
3. Loew’s Inc.—Samuel Katz, Arthur Loew, Nicholas Schenck, 


Goldwyn Inc.—Samuel Goldwyn 


David Bernstein 


. Paramount Pictures—Barney Balaban, Adolph Zukor 
. RKO Radio Pictures Corp.—George J. Scheaffer 
. Twentieth Century-Fox—Darryl F. Zanuck, Joseph Schenk, 


Sidney R. Kent 


. United Artists—Murray Silverstone, Arthur Kelley 

. Universal Pictures—Nate Blumberg, J. Cheever Cowdin 
. Walter Wanger Productions—Walter Wanger 

. Warner Brothers—Harry M. Warner 

. Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America 


(intraindustry regulatory body)—Will H. Hays 
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Appendix F 


Groups Involved in the Great Debate of 1941 


NONINTERVENTIONIST GROUPS AND THEIR CHAIRMEN, 1940-41 


of WON ee 


. America First Committee—Robert E. Wood 

. America United—Thomas Sully 

. American Destiny Party—Joseph McWilliams 

. American Socialist Party—Norman Thomas 

. Citizens’ Keep America Out of War Committee—William J. 


Grace 


. Citizens’ No Foreign War Coalition—Oscar Brumback 

. College Men for Defense First—Richard A. Moore 

. Fellowship of Reconciliation, The—Arthur L. Swift 

. German-American Bund—G. Wilhelm Kunze 

. Keep America Out of War Congress—John T. Flynn, then 


John F. Finerty 


. Ministers’ No War Committee—Albert W. Palmer 

. National Council for the Prevention of War—Frederick Libby 
. No Foreign Wars Committee—Verne Marshall 

. Progressive Students’ League, Peace Committee—Nat Lub- 


man 


. Union for Social Justice—Charles Coughlin 
. War Resisters’ League—John Haynes Holmes 
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17. Womens’ International League for Peace and Freedom—Dor- 
othy Detzer 

18. Writers’ Anti-War Bureau—Sidney Hertzberg 

19. Youth Committee Against War, The—Fay Bennett 


INTERVENTIONIST GROUPS AND THEIR CHAIRMEN, 1940-41 


1. All-Chicago Citizens’ Rally Committee—? 
2. American Committee for Defense of British Homes—C. Suy- 
dan Cutting 
3. American Communist Party—William Z. Foster 
4, American Council on Soviet Relations—? 
5. American Friends of German Freedom—Reinhold Niebuhr 
6. American Friends of Yugoslavia—Frank L. Polk 
7. Anti-Defamation League—Henry Monsky and Sigmund 
Livingston 
8. British War Relief Society of the USA—Winthrop W. Aldrich 
9. Bundles for Britain—Mrs. Wales Latham 
10. Clearing House for Youth Groups—Dick Brown 
11. Committee for American-Irish Defense—Sanford Griffith 
12. Committee to Defend America by Aiding the Allies—William 
Allen White, then Ernest Gibson 
13. Council for Democracy—Ernest Angell and Raymond Gram 
Swing 
14. Federal Union (Union Now)—Clarence K. Streit 
15. Fight for Freedom—Henry W. Hobson 
16. France Forever—Eugene Houdry 
17. Free World Association—Mrs. J. Borden Harriman 
18. Friends of Democracy—Leo Birkhead 
19. Inter-Allied Information Center—M. Hurley 
20. League for a Declared War—Harold Von Schmidt 
21. Legion for American Unity—? 
22. Loyal Americans of German Descent—Robert F. Wagner and 
George N. Shuster 
23. Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League to Champion Human Rights 
—James L. Sheldon and Julius Goldstein 
24. Ring of Freedom—Dorothy Thompson 
25. Social Democratic Youth—? 
26. Student Defenders of Democracy—Dorothy Overlock 
27. Union for Democratic Action—Reinhold Niebuhr 
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Wat associations were dominated by Roosevelt 
and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. 
Official English sources supplied intervention- 
ist propaganda, according to Flynn, and a tightly 
knit cabal within the American media and 
pro-war committees distributed it in response 
to threats and coercion from the White House.” 

Many scoffed. at Flynn’s conspiracy thesis 
at the time, but memoirs by British officials, 
written long after the war, confirm many of 
his findings. President Roosevelt, it is now 
known, wrote Yale Review editor Wilbur Cross 
that “John Flynn...should be barred here- 
after from the columns of any presentable daily 
paper, monthly magazine, or national quar- 
terly.” About this time, Flynn was dropped as 
a contributor by the New Republic, Collier’s, 
Harper’s, and the Scripps-Howard newspapers. 

There ate lessons to be learned from the 
America First movement, concludes Dr. Steneh- 
jem. It “significantly contributed to American 
thought by warning against excessive extension 
of power in the executive branch of govern- 
ment, official concealment or distortion of in- 
formation to achieve policy ends not generally 
understood or approved by the public, cam- 
paign speeches for peace followed by warlike 
actions, inflexible attempts to spread democ- 
racy ‘by the sword,’ and neglect of pressing 
domestic concerns because of massive military 
and financial commitments abroad.” 

An American First is a pioneering study of 
an early victim of the media, and of the move- 
ment he did so much to shape. 
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